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DEDICATION

In the twenty-ninth chapter of Jeremiah, the following scripture can be found:
“I alone know the plans I have for you, plans to bring you prosperity and not disaster, plans to
bring about the future you hope for.” – Jeremiah 29:11 (GNT)
Since we were children, people have often remarked that my siblings and I were “raised
right” and that we “come from good stock”. I didn’t recognize or understand it then; however, as
an adult, I now humbly agree. In each of us, I see the very best parts of our parents. Our mother is
a virtuous woman, the kind of mother that every child needs and deserves. She taught us to walk
circumspectly in the world, to be forgiving, and to help others in need. Our father is the epitome
of what it means to be a real man. He is irrefutably the most supportive and loving father on Earth.
Because of him, we are goal-setters and dream-chasers.
Not only have we been able to be successful and productive in life, to our core, my siblings
and I try to be good people and do good in the world. This is not by chance. By allowing God to
order their steps, our parents didn’t raise us to be mediocre. Together, they showed and taught us
how to work hard, how to fail, and how to win. They cloaked us with their unconditional love and
demonstrated for us how to be a blessing to others. More importantly, our parents impressed upon
us the importance of having faith in God and trusting his plan, even when we don’t understand it.
This dissertation is dedicated to Cathy Powe Brady and Reverend Dr. Alphonso Brady, Sr.,
my mother and my father. Thank you for always believing in, trusting,
and supporting God’s plan for my life.
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS

The following meanings are presented for terms that have applications for this study.

consent decree:

“Agreements to which the parties have acquiesced and that a judge
has entered as an order of the court” (Jones-Wilson, 1996, p. 117).
“The redistribution of pupils in schools leading to a greater balance of
pupils by race. School desegregation can occur because of ‘‘natural’’

school

forces, voluntary actions of school and public officials involving

desegregation:

voluntary or mandatory reassignment of students, or mandatory
actions ordered by the courts or governmental bodies involving
voluntary or mandatory reassignment of students” (Raffel, 1998, p.
223).
“Differences among people or peoples reflected in a variety of forms,

diversity:

including but not limited to race, culture, perspective, talent, interest,
ability, gender, sexual orientation, age, religion, language and socioeconomic status” (Bitters & Team, 1994, p. 6).
Providing the same resources, opportunity, and treatment for all

equality:

students (Bitters & Team, 1994, p. 7).

xiii

“Equity in education has two dimensions. The first is fairness, which
implies ensuring that personal and social circumstances— for example
gender, socio-economic status or ethnic origin— should not be an
obstacle to achieving educational potential. The second is inclusion,
which implies ensuring a basic minimum standard of education for
equity:

all—for example that everyone should be able to read, write and do
simple arithmetic” (Simon, Malgorzata, & Beatriz, 2007, p. 11).
“Systemic equity is defined as the transformed ways in which systems
and individuals habitually operate to ensure that every learner – in
whatever learning environment that learner is found – has the greatest
opportunity to learn enhanced by the resources and supports necessary
to achieve competence, excellence, independence, responsibility, and
self-sufficiency for school and for life” (Scott, 2001. p. 6).
“To bring together people of different colors and ethnic backgrounds

integration:

so that they associate not only on an equal basis but also make a real
effort to respect the autonomy of other people and to appreciate the
virtues of cultural diversity” (Patterson, 2001, p. 205).
“The policy and practice of imposing social separation based on race

segregation:

et. al, or the condition of being segregated” (Bitters & Team, 1994, p.
15).

“A school system judged by the federal courts to no longer be a dual
system, that is, operating one system for majority and one for minority
unitary
status/system:

children; thus, the school district has corrected the problem of
segregation and is released from direct monitoring by the federal
District Court of the implementation of the school desegregation plan”
(Raffel, 1998, p. 256).
xiv

ABSTRACT
Leadership at the district level is a contributing factor to student achievement and the
overall success of individual schools and school districts. However, with respect to leading
equity-oriented transformations, most research has centered on the work of leaders and
administrators at the school-building level. Considering their direct involvement in formulating
and executing equity-framed change initiatives, understanding the role and influence of central
office-based leaders is paramount. Designed as an instrumental case study, the process of
executing a court-ordered desegregation plan was utilized to assist in deepening the
understanding of the role of school district-based leadership as it relates to developing and
implementing policies that seek to decrease and/or eliminate vestiges of racial and social
injustices as well as evoke system-wide transformations. This case study was framed by a broad
scope of scholarly work on change leadership and transformative practices. A collection of semistructured interviews, guided by Seidman’s (2006) three-interview series structure, served as the
primary source of data. With respect to district-level leadership, the data gathered from this study
identifies conditions, structures, and behaviors that support and hinder equity-driven change and
inclusive practices within schooling. Moreover, the findings indicate a need to focus on building
capacity for equity-oriented transformations at the central office, managing multi-dimensional
resistance within a social justice context, and empowering community groups to support and/or
drive systemic change efforts within the educational setting. Additionally, recommendations
aimed to extend and focus areas of practice, policy, and future research are presented.

Keywords: district leadership, equity, equity-centered change, school desegregation
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY
The discourse on equity, particularly related to race, has become a permanent fixture
within educational reform (Talbert-Johnson, 2000). According to recent civil rights data from the
United States Department of Education, disparities within the areas of discipline, access to
education, effective teachers, and other factors have strong connections to race (Lhamon, 2014;
U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2016; Office of Civil Rights, 2018). Pitre (2009) warns,
“Public education is still in an ongoing battle over questions related to equitable educational
opportunities” (p. 545). If the questions over the existence of educational inequity have been
settled, it is equally as clear that questions about what appropriate interventions to take are still
open to debate. School desegregation continues to be utilized as a mechanism to address
educational inequities which are grounded or result from racial disparities. Approximately 178
school districts across the country remain under judicial control for failure to meet mandates to
racially integrate schools; thus, they are forced to implement mandatory court-ordered school
desegregation plans (Luce, 1999; Reardon, Grewal, Kalogrides, & Greenberg, 2012; U.S.
Government Accountability Office, 2016). Additionally, in an effort to increase diversity within
schools, gain full control of district operations, and/or compete for financial resources, some
school districts elect to implement voluntary school desegregation plans (Orfield, 2005; Reardon
and Owens, 2014). In all, according the Civil Rights Data Collection for the 2015-2016 School
Year, there are currently an estimated 350 school districts presently implementing either a
mandatory or voluntary desegregation plan (U.S. Office for Civil Rights, 2018). Orfield,
Frankenberg, Ee, and Kuscera (2014) urge:
Desegregation is not a panacea and it is not feasible in some situations. Where it is
possible— and it still is possible in many areas— desegregation properly implemented
1

can make a very real contribution to equalizing educational opportunities and preparing
young Americans for the extremely diverse society in which they will live and work and
govern together. (p. 3)
Whether by force or on a voluntary basis, the implementation of school desegregation
plans requires system-wide changes. As scholars of educational change have readily noted, “the
process of transforming a school system is highly complex and difficult to predict” (Reigeluth,
2004, p. 2). Issues that accompany and/or arise during the process of a massive school change
initiative and/or reform such as the implementation of a court-ordered school desegregation plan
cannot be totally controlled (Reigelruth, 2004). However, leaders can create and foster
conditions that nurture the restructuring and re-culturing of the organization. With respect to reculturing and/or building capacity within the context of school change and/or reform, Fullan
(2001) declares, “You can't get serious reform without an increase in school capacity, and you
can't get an increase in school capacity without transforming the system infrastructure” (p. 5).
Hannay, Smeltzer, and Ross (2001) suggest conditions that address complex change initiatives
which include, but are not limited to, developing means to support change, cultivating
collaborative relations, and encouraging shared decision making.
The role of leadership within schools is to improve teaching and learning for all students.
Change, whether top-down or bottom up, is guided by leadership (Scott, 2005). With respect to
leadership, numerous studies and scholarly works focus on the role of school-based leadership in
leading change (Barth & Guest, 2005, Beycioglu & Kondakci, 2014; Fullan, 2006; Hallinger,
2003; Hargreaves & Fullan, 1998; Leithwood, 2017; Whitaker, 1995). However, there is a
growing body of research that centers on the role of central office leadership in leading major
change initiatives (Anderson, 2003; Honig; 2006 Honig, & Hatch, 2004). Leithwood, Seashore,
2

Anderson, and Wahlstrom, (2004) assert, “both district and school leadership provides a critical
bridge between most educational-reform initiatives, and having those reforms make a genuine
difference for all students. Such leadership comes from many sources, not just superintendents
and principals” (p. 14).
With limited seminal research being available, in conjunction with the increase of school
districts facing challenges associated with the implementation of school desegregation plans
and/or other equity-based policies and mandates, the opportunity to examine the role of central
office leaders within the context of leading change efforts proves to be ripe. Subsequently,
additional research that leads to a more practical understanding of district leaders’ role in
transforming the culture, practices, and policies of a school district in an effort to lead massive
system-wide change is warranted.
Statement of the Problem
It is desired that all students have access to a quality education; however, patterns of
systemic racial inequity and segregation continue to be replicated in school districts across the
country (Crouch, 1999). Although prohibited by the ruling of Brown v. Board of Education
(1954), racial segregation continues to exist within schools today. Nearly two hundred public
school systems in the United States remain under federal court supervision in racial inequity
cases (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 2007; U.S. Office for Civil Rights, 2018; U.S.
Government Accountability Office, 2016). This lack of progress towards the law impedes efforts
to provide all students with an equitable education that is not restricted based on race. Orfield,
Frankenberg, and Siegel-Hawley (2010) note, “Segregated minority schools are almost always
segregated by poverty as well as race and sometimes by language as well. They typically have
less experienced teachers, less educated and less powerful parents, more untreated student health
3

problems, and many other forms of inequality” (p. 23). These noted disparities and examples of
inequity contribute to the lack of opportunities for minority students to be successful in school,
and subsequently, hinder their ability to be productive citizens. Additionally, these limitations,
Horsford (2010) posits, serve as “constant reminders of the salience of race and its correlation to
inequality in U.S. education” (p. 288).
Moving schools from states of high inequity to low inequity is a process of change
(O’Day & Smith, 2016). There are likely to be challenges and differences within leadership
when the goal is eradicating inequity and/or inequality. School desegregation efforts are often
complicated by budgetary issues, social/cultural changes, demographic shifts, and political
agendas (Armor, 1995; Cowen Institute, 2012). Moreover, challenges exist with respect to
implementing race conscious policies and plans that create additional layers of discriminatory
practices and obstruct other fundamental student rights and liberties (Horsford, 2010).
Additionally, effective leadership plays a critical role in successfully desegregating schools
and/or implementing equity-based reform measures, particularly at the district level (Drone,
2005; Jackson, 2010; Sommerville, 1980; Thompson, 1971). However, district leaders have not
been properly educated on policies and procedures related to school desegregation and equity,
and in turn, fail to effectively develop and implement associated policies as well as educate
school personnel and the community (Horsford, 2010).
Extensive historical research has been conducted on district desegregation orders
(Cooley, 2006; Jackson, 2010; Luce, 2009; Russo, 2004), detriments and benefits of school
desegregation (Cooley; 2010; Frankenberg, 2013; Luce, 2009; Orfield, 2001), and types of
integration methods (Hilbert; 2018; Scott & DeLuna, 1994). Absent from this extensive body of
work is current studies that focus on the development and implementation of policies
4

promulgated by court-ordered desegregation mandates in conjunction with school district
leadership. The efforts of leaders are critical “to immediate success in implementing school
desegregation and to the long-run benefits of maximizing educational improvements in
desegregating schools” (Trent, 1983, p. 486). Implementing school-wide changes and reform
efforts in response to court-ordered mandates is a highly complex process that requires
coordinated efforts among school districts, community stakeholders, and the court system
(O’Day & Smith, 2016). According to Goldring, Crowson, Laird, and Berk (2003), this
multifaceted process challenges school leaders to restructure existing policies and create new
policies that address equity while maintaining a strong focus on overall school improvement.
School leaders, particularly district-based leaders, are at the forefront of the implementation and
decision-making process.
When viewed through a broader lens, the learned experiences of these district
administrators will assist other school districts in crafting practical plans that are generally
effective, are research based as well as mirror best practices, have public support, and increase
the likelihood of improving equity within their district. This is essential to achieving the grander
educational goal— ensuring that all students are given an appropriate education that is not
limited by inequity and/or partiality. If not addressed, the problems associated with inequality
and inequity in schools will leave marginalized groups of students vulnerable to the negative
residual effects of the ever-widening achievement gap (Lee, 2002; Lee, 2004).
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative study was to describe the role of central office-based
administrators in leading a major system-wide change initiative in response to a desegregation
consent order. The study brings awareness to problems faced by school districts with regard to
5

implementing court-ordered racial remedies and mandates. It highlights achievements and
complications of implementing a court-ordered desegregation plan and displays models of policy
reform in response to a desegregation court order. Additionally, this study identifies the
educational, professional, and organizational factors that impact the practice of leadership with
respect to the implementation of school desegregation plans and the accompanying
organizational changes.
Research Questions
Leading a school district through creating and implementing a court-ordered
desegregation plan is a process of change that requires tremendous efforts on the part of district
leadership. It requires deep rooted, system-wide change which impacts every aspect of the
organization (Talbert-Johnson, 2000). By utilizing in-depth interviews, this study aimed to
explore the experiences of the central office-based administrators creating and leading a systemwide transformation. The study sought to answer the following key research question and the
accompanying sub-questions:
1) How do district-level leaders implement court-ordered desegregation plans?
a) How did the district leaders prepare and plan for the various stages of the
desegregation implementation process?
b) In what ways did the district leaders engage all stakeholders in the change
process?
c) What are the perceived barriers, challenges, and accomplishments experienced by
the district leaders during the implementation process?
d) How have district leaders altered their practices and perspectives as well as
reformed district policies as a result of the desegregation implementation process?
6

Significance of Study
Racial equity within schools remains a critical area of concern as well as an unrealized
promise. Rodgers and Bullock (1972) exert, “In terms of the time, energy, and resources
invested, progress in school desegregation has been the most elusive of all areas of civil rights”
(p. 409). According to Hedrick (2002), the study of school desegregation in conjunction with
leadership allows for the examination of leaders and their decisions at various organizational
levels, gives an assessment of the influence of their decisions, and provides other leaders with
future trajectories based on past experiences. While studies have been conducted on the role of
leadership in school desegregation (Drone, 2005; Goldring, Crowson, Laird, & Berk, 2003;
Jackson, 2010; King & Mayer, 1972; Sommerville, 1980; Thompson, 1971), school leaders’
personal experiences with the process (Horsford, 2010; Scott, 1984; Williams & King, 2002),
and leader training for school desegregation (Fielder & Dyckman, 1967; Johnson, & Tyer, 1967;
Krumbein, 1969), much of it is antiquated and/or not empirically grounded and does not
specifically address the role of central office-based leaders. This study enhances and/or augments
the existing dated guidance and provides contemporary empirical support to the topic of school
desegregation and leadership, specifically at the district level. Additionally, this study adds to the
growing body of knowledge on central office-based leadership within the context of leading
equity-focused change and system-wide transformation.
On a larger scale, these experiences and lessons learned regarding the implementation
process of a court-ordered school desegregation plan can assist other school districts navigating
similar equity-focused terrains and processes. Additionally, this study can assist in supporting
and informing equity-related school policies and fashion the manner in which court systems, in
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collaboration with district stakeholders, develop, implement, and supervise court-enforced
mandates, orders, and directives.
Summary of Methods
This study employed qualitative methods to examine the experiences of district level
leaders with respect to the implementation of a court-ordered school desegregation plan. More
specifically, a case study was applied to this inquiry concerning the role of district leadership in
guiding equity-oriented policy changes and system-wide transformation. The need to concentrate
on the issue through a single case restricted by setting and time, study the subject matter from
multiple perspectives, and collect data from various sources in the natural setting warranted the
utilization of the case study approach (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 1998; Yin, 1994). Furthermore,
with the desire to utilize the implementation process as a back drop and/or context to gaining a
deeper understanding of district level change and leadership, an instrumental case study was
conducted (Baxter and Jack, 2008). Criterion and snowball sampling strategies were used to
select the participants (Leedy and Ormrod, 2005; Atkinson and Flint, 2001). In order to gain
greater insight and center in on the fundamental guiding questions, multiple in-depth, audiotaped interviews regulated by a semi-structured protocol were used as the primary source of data.
The utilization of a semi-structured interview protocol allowed for flexibility and adjustment in
questioning. According to Yin (2009), researchers need to be inquisitive throughout each phase
of the research process. For this study, the ability of the researcher to probe the interviewees with
stimulating questions was vital. Additionally, archival documents that were relevant to the
desegregation implementation process were reviewed (Stemler, 2001). These documents
included the consent decree, court filings, monitoring reports, and compliance documents.
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Transcription, coding, and initial analysis of data were conducted following each
interview. Subsequently, member checks, peer debriefing, and data triangulation techniques were
used to verify the analysis of the information (Baxter and Jack, 2008; Creswell, 2007; Seidman,
2006). Moreover, pertinent literature related to transformative practices, school change, the role
of district level leadership in leading change, and research-based strategies associated with
change leadership framed and provided theoretical underpinnings for this study.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
Inequity within schools has been a persistent and pervasive problem for schools in the
United States. As stated by Scott (2005), “The vestiges of unequal access to public education are
still evident in school funding, pedagogy, and expectations.” (p. 3). There is a vast body of
current literature on the topic, specifically regarding school desegregation (Donnor, 2012; López
& Burciaga, 2014; Orfield, 2005; Orfield, Frankenberg, & Garces, 2008; Orfield, Frankenberg,
& Siegel-Hawley, 2010). The research on school desegregation, both historical and empirical,
covers a potpourri of topics such as long and short term effects (Reber, 2010), academic impact
(Baker, Myers, & Vasquez, 2014; Brayboy, Castagno, & Maughan, 2007), housing patterns
(Liebowitz, & Page, 2014), attitudinal changes (Bissett, 2015; Caldas, Bankston, & Cain, 2007),
and demographic shifts (Fiel, 2003; Orfield, 2015). This literature review will concentrate on
school desegregation, school change, and the role of school district leadership in leading change.
In an effort to narrow the focus on this research topic, this review will be partitioned into five
major sections with consideration of both seminal and contemporary literature.
Section I provides the reader with a historical framework for examining school
desegregation in the United States in brief. The history lays a foundation for understanding the
persistence of this educational problem and the federal government’s response to the problem of
racial inequity. The historical context also assists in molding the research topic regarding the role
of district leaders in implementing desegregation plans and leading equity-framed change. In
order to gain insight into the effects of school desegregation, findings on the benefits of school
desegregation, noted challenges, and factors impacting school desegregation are discussed.
Additionally, the literature on the role leadership and successful school desegregation will be
considered. Section II frames the study by providing research on the process of organizational
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change, associated challenges, change models and strategies, and the role of leadership. The role
of district-based leadership is discussed in Section III. Section IV lays out the theoretical context
of the study. Inclusive of reflections and a synthesis of the information garnered through the
review, Section V yields an overall summary of the literature review.
Evolution of School Desegregation in Brief
The plight of equalizing educational opportunities in the United States has a rich and
storied history. School desegregation has been one of the country’s most influential educational
policies. However, as result of uneven interpretations and misaligned implementation efforts, it
is argued that the merits and potentials of school desegregation have yet to be realized (Hilbert,
2018; Talbert-Johnson, 2000). Moreover, school desegregation has evolved and drastically
changed as a result of legal, political, demographic, and cultural influences (Ravitch, 1981).
However, with respect to leading desegregation efforts and ensuring fair outcomes for students,
the importance of leadership has remained constant (Childress, 2009; O’Day & Smith, 2016;
Perlstein, 2004; Thompson, 1971). The history of desegregation is significant with respect to
current educational practices and the future trajectory of schooling. Jackson (2010) asserts that
with a strong knowledge base on the historical perspective of desegregation, a deeper
understanding of the implications for policy changes and legal standards can be achieved.
Historical Backdrop of School Desegregation
A massive amount of information is presented on the history of desegregation within
public schools. The chronology of public desegregation can be traced back to the mid-1900s;
with Brown vs. Board of Education of Topeka (1954), a historical milestone that changed the
social and political landscape of public education. The high court decided in Brown vs. the Board
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of Education of Topeka (1954) that separate schools were “inherently unequal”, which later
initiated a ripple effect of racial inequity cases.
Following the original Brown Decision (1954), over two hundred school desegregation
cases were brought before federal judges within a fifteen-year span (Blazer, 2006; Luce, 1999;
Reardon, Grewal, Kalogrides, & Greenberg, 2012). Prominent and influential milestones related
to desegregation litigation are noted in Table 1. In 1968, one of the most important shifts in
school desegregation since Brown I (1954) and Brown II (1955) occurred with the decision of
Green v. Country School Board of New Kent County (1968). In an effort to eliminate any
misgivings with regard to freedom of choice plans, the court decreed that schools had to show
compliance with racial balancing with respect to six key areas: extracurricular activities,
facilities, faculty, staff, curriculum, and transportation. These areas were coined the “Green
Factors”. With the decision of Green v. Country School Board of New Kent County (1968),
minimum specifications regarding how to racially integrate schools were given; however, in an
effort to circumvent the court’s ruling and directives, many school districts attempted to operate
dual school systems. The operation of dual systems was put to a halt with the decision of
Alexander v. Holmes County Board of Education (1969), setting a precedence for the end of
operating separate schools based on race or color (Garner, 2005). Later in Swann v. CharlotteMecklenberg (1971), the utilization of busing, magnet schools, and compensatory education were
approved as racial remedies, aimed at warding off racial inequities in schools. The influence of
Brown (1954) and subsequent litigation and/or court decisions are far reaching. Russo (2004)
postulates that:
In calling for an end to segregated schooling, Brown served as the catalyst for systemic
change that influenced just about every facet of American society ranging from the
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legislation effectuating the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s to gender equity to
protecting the rights of children with disabilities. (p. 184)

Table 1. Influential desegregation litigation and legislation
Year

Litigation/Legislation

1954

Brown v. Board of Education

1955
1958
1964
1968
1969
1971
1972
1972
1973
1973
1973
1973
1974
1974
1978
1982
1982
1986
1991
1992
1992
1995
1996
2003
2003
2007
2007

Brown II
Cooper v. Aaron
Civil Rights Act of 1964
Green v. Country School Board of New Kent County
Alexander v. Holmes County Board of Education
Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenberg
Wright v. Council of the City of Emporia
Title IX of the Educational Amendments of 1972
Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act
Norwood v. Harrison
San Antonio Independent School District v. Rodriguez
Keyes v. Denver School District ruling
Milliken v. Bradley
Lau v. Nichols
Regents of the University of California v. Bakke
Bob Jones University v. U.S.
Goldboro Christian Schools v. U.S
Riddick v. School Board of the City of Norfolk, Virginia
Dowell v. Oklahoma City decision
Freeman v. Pitts
United States v. Fordice
Missouri v. Jenkins
Hopwood v. Texas
Grutter v. Bollinger; Gratz v. Bollinger
Lynn v. Comfort
Parents Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle Public School District
Meredith v. Jefferson County Board of Education

Note. Blazer (2006), McPherson (2011), and Southern Poverty Law Center (2004)
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Some progress has been made with the arduous and daunting challenges of expelling
racial inequities from schools as evidenced by the depth and volume of cases brought before
federal, state, and district courts (US Government Accountability Office, 2016). However, a
great need for improvement is warranted. As echoed by Russo (2004), “Yet, work remains to be
done because over the past quarter of a century, the Court's refusal to remain active in
desegregation cases has led to inequitable results in many urban school systems” (p. 187). Most
recently, in 2007, the Supreme Court blocked some Seattle school districts’ attempts to increase
diversity in schools by limiting the districts’ ability to use race as a factor to make school
assignments (Parents Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle Public School District No. 1,
2007; Pitre, 2009). Many school districts have, intentionally and unintentionally, reverted back to
operating racially segregated schools (Fiel, 2003; Glenn, 2012; Reardon, Grewal, Kalogrides, &
Greenberg, 2012). This regression is reflected in the last two Civil Rights Data Collection
Reports commissioned by the U.S. Office of Civil Rights. In comparing the 2013–2014 school
year data to the results for the 2015-2016 school term, a 95% increase in the number of school
districts reported to be subject to desegregation plans is noted (Harwin & Ujifusa, 2018; Office
of Civil Rights, 2017; Office for Civil Rights, 2018;). However, in the same vein, several school
districts across the United States have voluntarily made concerted efforts to increase
inclusiveness and diversity without being directly forced by a judicial authority (Trotter, 2005).
Factors Impacting School Desegregation
The topic of school desegregation is controversial and complex (Green & Gooden, 2016;
Horsford, 2010). The research, which both supports and refutes the relevancy and/or positive
influence of desegregation is plentiful. These opposing viewpoints are influenced by various
aspects and interests related to social outcomes, scholastic achievement, teacher/school
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effectiveness, and personal belief systems. Concentrating on the academic and social benefits,
proponents of school desegregation who are motivated by both racial and political factors make
convincing arguments regarding the necessity, relevance, and effectiveness of school
desegregation (Luce, 1999). Frakenberg (2003) found that as a direct result of attending
desegregated schools, students’ chances of interacting in multicultural settings improved.
According to Orfield (2010), “Desegregation was not ordered as an educational treatment but to
end deeply rooted patterns of illegal separation of students” (p. 9). Orfield (2010) identifies
numerous benefits of school desegregation within his work including improved test scores,
positive influences on life, increased college preparedness, workforce readiness, and developed
social skills. Additionally, with respect to attending diverse schools, white students showed an
increase in tolerance and appreciation of others, high development of critical thinking skills, and
reduction in cases of stereotyping and prejudice (Orfield, Frankenberg, & Siegel-Hawley, 2010).
Reversibly, opponents view desegregation as a means to increasing inequities and racial
disparities as well as reinforcing racial typecasts (Talbert-Johnson, 2000).
Related challenging factors impacting successful school desegregation include, but are
not limited to, change in historical demographic patterns, accountability reform, increase in
market-based school choice, and the absence of consistent guidance with implementation
(Horsford, 2010; Scott, & Quinn, 2014). The most current efforts and endeavors to limit and/or
eliminate segregation as well as increase diversity and inclusiveness within schools compete with
a drastically different racial make-up compared to the time period of the initial integration
attempts in the mid-1950s (Frankenberg, Hawley, Ee, & Orfield, 2017). Simply stated,
minorities are currently the majority. With respect to the drastic and constantly evolving
demographic shifts, especially in the South, schools are challenged to overcome various
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obstacles when attempting to devise and implement policies that support school desegregation
plans. Of great significance, is the natural formation of large pockets of schools where one race
is more dominant, usually reflecting 75-90% of the school’s population. These “racially isolated
schools” thwart, complicate, and derail desegregation implementation processes and plans
(Swanson, 2017). In discussing this phenomenon, DeBray, McDermott, Frankenberg, and
Blankenship (2015) note:
There are a number of implications of these trends for desegregation efforts. As a
conceptual and technical matter, devising desegregation policies is more complicated
with multiple groups, and it can be difficult to muster political will to maintain
commitment to desegregation in this changed demographic context. (p. 4)
With an increase in focus on testing and accountability measures, more attention, time,
and resources have been redistributed to address student achievement rather than to support
equity-based interventions and solutions such as school desegregation plans (Scott, & Quinn,
2014). The impetus behind the increased focus on school performance as a mechanism to close
the racial achievement gap was the dissemination of The Nation at Risk Report (1983) which
found that schools across the country were failing to appropriately educate children. The report
asserted that in order to address this prevailing and consequential problem, new rigorous
standards, coupled with high stakes testing, needed to be developed as well as restructuring
teacher preparation, training, and effectiveness evaluations. With respect to considering
accountability measures and diversity matters, Frankenberg, Diem, and Cleary (2017) caution
that increased focus on school performance, in conjunctive punitive mandates, can be
counterproductive to policies and practices that address equity and diversity concerns such as
school desegregation plans. Additionally, this increased focus on accountability serves as a
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deterrent for parents, school districts, and communities to support diversity and integration
initiatives (Scott, & Quinn, 2014).
Proponents and advocates for school choice and charter schools tout autonomy,
innovation, inclusiveness and diversity as major structures within their guiding principles
(Kahlenberg & Potter, 2012). However, other authorities on school reform and equity issues
argue that the influx of school choice and other market-based schooling options such as charter
schools, assist in the regression back to creating more racially isolated schools and/or segregated
schools (Chapman, 2018; Stein, 2015). Whether intentionally or unintentionally, in addition to
pulling financial resources from traditional public schools, charter schools cause more
segregation patterns to increase and develop, especially in urban low socioeconomic areas; thus,
leaving high populations of minority and disadvantaged students vulnerable to inferior schooling,
reduced and/or insufficient resources, as well as being subject to other noted inequities (Batdorff,
May, Speakman, Wolf, Cheng, 2014). Discussing the findings of their longitudinal study which
examined correlations between the acceleration of segregation, school choice, and charter
schools, Archbald, Hurwitz, & Hurwitz (2017) illustrate this concerning problem:
While segregation per se may not be problematic, it is a problem if it is associated with
inferior outcomes and it results from state education policies. If school choice policies
create sectors of low-performing schools for poor black students (or any class of
students), then these unequal outcomes will inevitably become problems for the
community and state. (p. 31)
As previously discussed, school leaders at various organization levels, as well as the
district level, lack the appropriate knowledge with respect to implementing desegregation plans
and adapting associated policies and practices. Horsford (2010) advocates for additional support
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for school leaders in the areas of racial literacy, cultural competency, and equity-based decision
making. Additionally, the lack of having a systematic method of managing, tracking, and
monitoring school desegregation cases and plans proves to be problematic for school leaders and
the court system (Lhamon, 2014; U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2016; Office of Civil
Rights, 2018).
School Leadership and School Desegregation
Leadership is instrumental in successfully desegregating schools (Chesler, 1972; Chesler,
Crowfoot, & Bryant, 1978; Jackson, 2010; Perlstein, 2004; Thompson, 1971). As stated by
Morgan (1982), “When school desegregation is in the offing, the strength and quality of political
leadership is especially critical; it can spell the difference between genuine success and a
protracted, agonizing process that satisfies no one” (p. 108). Although the school board shares
the brunt of the responsibility of developing and implementing school desegregation plans, other
leadership roles must surface in order to ensure the success (Rossell, 1978). These stakeholders
include, but are not limited to, superintendents, district-level leaders, principals, teachers,
religious groups, civic organizations, and state governments (Morgan, 1982; Sommerville,
1980).
In many instances, superintendents must act as advocates of school desegregation and
integration by persuading school board members to adopt desegregation policies and integration
initiatives, (Thompson, 1971). In assessing effectiveness of leadership within the context of
leading school desegregation efforts, Sommerville (1980) identified four key successful actions
of superintendents: (1) took stock the needs of individual schools; (2) communicated effectively;
(3) focused on possible benefits of students; and (4) modeled a high level of commitment. A
divisive leadership team equates to a divided school community; therefore, in order to effectively
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lead desegregation efforts, school board members and superintendents must collaboratively
approach court mandates and compliance to the law with an affirming attitude (Thompson,
1971). Effective leadership however, is not isolated to the upper ends of the hierarchy. It can
come from countless sources and be manifested in many forms at various levels (Rossell, 1978;
Sommerville, 1980).
Principals, as with other positions of leadership, are instrumental with respect to
successful school desegregation efforts. Orfield (1975) offers various roles and responsibilities of
principals in leading school desegregation efforts: controlling and managing the early conflicts
and tensions; building positive morale; strengthening school-community relationships; and
helping teachers work out better educational responses. Additionally, school-building leaders are
responsible for organizing human resources in a manner that improves racial harmony, selecting
and providing culturally responsive curriculum, and assisting with fostering effective means of
communication with parents (Chesler, 1972; Chesler, Crowfoot, & Bryant, 1978).
With respect to leading desegregation implementation processes, leaders at the central
office building work closely with the school board and superintendent to develop and execute
mandated processes. Desegregating a school district elicits a change in attitudes, behaviors, and
actions (Rossell, 1978). Consequently, district leaders’ ability to prepare all stakeholders for the
implementation process is critical (Patton, 2014). They must also closely monitor the process and
ensure that the employees they supervise, despite personal viewpoints, understand the
importance of implementing the mandates with fidelity and a sense of urgency (Jackson, 2010).
Court-ordered desegregation plans typically involve redistricting and changing school
assignments for students. Siegel-Hawley, Bridges, and Shields (2017) warn that improper or
inadequate planning can be catastrophic. Therefore, leaders must be calculated and deliberate
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with respect to preparation. More importantly, leaders at the top levels of leadership must set the
tone for desegregation and integration efforts (Chelser, 1972).
Stimulating political will for integration is extremely important (Orfield, 2010). Leaders
at every organizational level are essential to this process (Chesler, 1972; Chesler, Crowfoot, &
Bryant, 1978). Leaders must engage all stakeholders, particularly teachers and community
members. Chelser, Crawfoot, and Bryant (1978) contend that the role of school leaders as agents
of change within the executive levels of leadership as well as with respect to the broader scope of
the community-at-large is undervalued. However, by engaging parents and community
stakeholders in the desegregation efforts, leaders can reduce and overcome opposition and
resistance (Perlstein, 2004).
With the modifications of federal and state legislative guidelines, in addition to equityframed accountability requirements, school desegregation has shifted in new directions beyond
the focus of balancing the racial compositions of students and staff members (Talbert-Johnson,
2010). Instead, a great deal of attention is being given to the underlying precepts of
desegregation— integration, inclusion, diversity, justice, and equitable academic outcomes for
all students (Hilbert, 2018). Therefore, leaders are called to think and act differently (Burke,
2017). In order for leaders to effectively make systemic changes that increase overall student
achievement as well as ensure equity for all students, they must have a distinct goal-oriented
skillset that is undergirded by the ability to galvanize the efforts of all critical actors, navigate the
political landscape, cultivate a collaborative environment, and build capacity (Childress, 2009;
Elmore, 2000; O’Day & Smith, 2016).
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Educational Change
Every organization is susceptible and/or has a predisposition to change. Kotter (1998)
asserts that in response to internal and external changes, leaders seek to modify the manner in
which organizations function and operate by enacting various strategies: total quality
management, reengineering, restructuring, mergers, and turnarounds. Variances of definitions
and descriptions of change exist (Shen, 2008). Change, as defined by Kanter (1983),
encompasses “the crystallization of new action possibilities (new policies, new behaviors, new
patterns, new methodologies, new products, or new market ideas) based on reconceptualized
patterns in the organization” (p. 279). French (1969) describes planned change as an
organization’s holistic efforts to permanently improve internal resources. In reference to the
humanistic side of organizations, French, Bell, and Zawacki (1989) advocate for a common
sense and targeted approach to change. Transformational or systemic change is characterized as
“resulting in a radical shift in organizational strategy including mission and vision, underlying
values and beliefs, and transformation of organizational structure and its major components”
(Malopinsky. & Osman, 2006, p. 264). Fullan (1992) describes change in terms of learning new
concepts and ways of functioning. In addition to new learning, change requires the unlearning of
concepts and skills that no longer support the organization’s focus (Kolzow, 2014). Altering
individuals’ beliefs and values creates deep rooted change (Fullan, 2002). Moreover, change is
typically not unidimensional or unidirectional (Malopinsky. & Osman, 2006). With respect to the
architecture of change, a common thread through most definitions is the notion of change being
an action or set of actions that resemble a process, or the explanations depict movement from one
state of being to the another. However, Kolzow (2014) contends that transformations are not
logical processes and operate based on emotional and interpersonal dimensions. Therefore, in
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order to execute change initiatives, close attention must be given to the implementation process
(Jerald, 2006).
Within the field of education, most change efforts focus on improving practices and/or
improving the overall effectiveness of the organization. Change can be top-down or bottom-up,
technical or adaptive, internally-initiated or externally-imposed, and first-order or second-order
(Bolman & Deal, 2017; Heifetz, Grashow, & Linsky, 2009; Waters, Marzano, & McNulty,
2004). Change can also be planned or unplanned (Fullan, 2012; Marshak & Bushe, 2018). Most
transformation efforts are unplanned or unexpected; therefore, all stakeholders must engage in
inner learning as well as outer learning, which is collaborating with others (Fullan, 2012).
Kolzow (2014, p. 226) outlines several reasons why change occurs:
•

the challenges of growth or decline that an organization is facing

•

changing global markets

•

changes in strategy

•

technological change

•

competitive processes including obtaining adequate funding

•

pressures to develop new clients and customers

•

changing economic environment.

Change is multifaceted, particularly within schooling and education (Shen, 2008).
Waters, Marzano, and McNulty (2004) found that leaders’ focus of change and ability to
understand the order of change determines the influence or effectiveness of leadership with
respect to desired outcomes and improvements. The focus of change refers to being intentional
and giving attention with to the right things. The order of change denotes the magnitude of the
change. Synonymous to technical and adaptive challenges, Waters, Marzano, and McNulty
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(2003) note that first- and second- order change require different approaches or leadership
practices. Transforming a school system in response to meeting compliance with a school
desegregation court order provokes massive changes across the school organization. As a result
of drastically changing policies and practices, it is expected that widely-held belief systems will
be challenged and questioned. Moreover, altering the normative structures within education
yields numerous challenges and barriers to change.
Challenges to Change
Challenges with transformation efforts are common (Bolman & Deal, 2007; Fullan, 2012;
Gallos, 2006; Marshak & Bushe, 2018). Jerald (2006) identifies two main challenges to change,
internal barriers (technical, cultural, and political challenges) and external barriers (limited
support, insufficient control over budgets, and lack of control over personnel). The totality of
these obstacles is manifested in broad opposition and inconsistent implementation efforts
(McCarthy, 2001).
Change efforts fail because of implementation errors and resistance. Failure to effectively
communicate a clear and consistent message can hinder change efforts at the onset of the
process. A strong vision and message for change can be the factors related to determining if
changes will move forward or if they will immediately fall flat (Armenakis & Harris, 2002).
Additionally, failure to assess and diagnose the organization’s readiness for change can hamper
the success and sustainability of change efforts (Armenakis & Harris, 2002; Kyle, 1993;
Malopinsky & Osman, 2006; Smollan, 2011). Kotter (2007) notes eight errors that cause change
to fail: (1) not establishing a great enough sense of urgency; (2) not creating a powerful enough
guiding coalition; (3) lacking a vision; (4) underestimating the vision by a factor of ten; (5) not
removing obstacles to the new vision; (6) not systematically planning for and creating short-term
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wins; (7) declaring victories; and (8) not anchoring changes in the corporation. Bolman and Deal
(2017) contend that innovation or transformation produces four issues. First, in the absence
sufficient training, employees feel inferior or inadequate. Secondly, relationships are altered, and
familiar routines are interrupted, evoking feelings of confusion and disillusion. Thirdly, change
creates division and discord. Lastly, those directly impacted by the change, experience a loss of
meaning in having to abandon old practices in order to embrace new ways of functioning.
Additionally, change initiatives fail to come to full fruition because leaders fail to
understand the effects of change on human behavior (Yılmaz, & Kılıçoğlu, 2013). By contrast,
Burnes and Jackson (2011) attribute failure of change efforts to a lack of alignment between the
selected approach and organizational fit. Heifetz, Grashow, & Linsky (2009) note that most
transformation efforts fail because adaptive challenges are approached in the same manner as
technical problems. The selection of the approach to change will support desired outcomes being
realized. Malopinsky and Osman (2006) offer three types of approaches: force coercion
approach, rational persuasion strategy, and shared power approach. In delineating between
first- and second- order change, Waters. Marzano, and McNulty (2003) suggest that leaders
must adapt their leadership practices based on the magnitude of change. By doing so, positive
and sustainable improvements are likely to ensue; however, ignoring this aspect can yield
irreversible and detrimental outcomes (Waters, Marzano, & McNulty, 2004).
Organizational change elicits reactions (Kyle, 1993). People approach change in different
ways based on their ability and readiness to do so (Malopinsky & Osman, 2006). As previously
stated, change creates uncertainty and confusion. With uncertainty about the outcomes and lack
of consensus, stakeholders may prefer sticking to the status quo rather than changing (Pont &
Viennet, 2017). Bolman and Deal (2007) declare, “Change undermines existing arrangements,
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creating ambiguity, confusion, and distrust. People no longer know what is expected or what to
expect from others. Everyone may think someone else is in charge when, in fact, no one is” (p.
452). Additionally, differences in beliefs can obscure and derail change initiatives; therefore, a
considerable about of time, energy, and effort must be given to reshaping the culture as well as
norming and realigning belief systems to the vision and plan for change (Fullan, 2001; Fullan,
2002; Goldring, Crowson, Laird, & Berk, 2003).
In addition to addressing culture issues, leaders must build capacity for change.
Documenting capacity as a significant challenge to change initiatives, Anderson and Anderson
(2010) assert that leaders frequently neglect to consider the additional capacity that the desired
change requires and set superficial or unseasonal timelines. According to Meyer and Stensaker
(2006), maximizing the following competencies is critical: (1) capabilities to change, (2)
capabilities to maintain daily operations, and (3) capabilities to implement subsequent change
processes. Building capacity for change can also influence how individuals respond (Stensaker &
Meyer, 2011).
People resist change for a variety of reasons (Bolman & Deal, 2007; Kotter &
Schlesinger, 2008; Waters, Marzano, & McNulty, 2004). Additionally, opposition to innovation
comes from multiple directions, including those in authority initiating the changes (Smollan,
2011). According to Kotter and Schlesinger (2008), organizational transformations are feared
because individuals question their adequacy with respect to adapting to the change and being
able to learn new skills. Others respond in opposition because they do not want to abandon
normative ways of operating. Additionally, with educational organizations, change is met with
resistance because of natural knee-jerk reactions, political perspectives, and/or the change is
perceived as immoral (Fullan, 2012; Hambrick, & Cannella,1989; Yılmaz, & Kılıçoğlu, 2013).
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Therefore, stakeholders respond differently based on the type of change. For example, in
examining externally imposed or mandated changes, Clement (2014) found that teachers had
reservations and/or opposed mandated changes for four reasons: (1) negative feelings related to
being coerced; (2) lack of opportunity and time to digest or process the mandates before
executing the changes; (3) limited support; and (4) feelings that changes are temporary and will
be replaced. Resistance is a natural and authentic reaction to change (Kolzow, 2014; Shen,
2008). However, leaders’ inability to manage, use countermeasures, reduce, and overcome the
opposition becomes a hindrance to the change process (Kotter & Schlesinger, 2008; Smollan,
2011).
Desegregation is a very complex and contentious change process (Armor, 1995; O’Day
& Smith, 2016; Talbert-Johnson, 2000). Leading this process requires a great deal of will and
skillset with respect to preparing all stakeholders for the implementation process, managing
resistance, and selecting the right change strategies (O'Brien, 2007; O’Day & Smith, 2016).
Failure to address and overcome these changes can prove to be problematic and stifling with
respect to making equitable gains and systemic improvements. Therefore, well-aligned and
comprehensive approaches or effective leadership practices are needed to successfully lead,
implement, and sustain desegregation efforts (Childress, 2009; Gay, 1978; Linney, 1986; Oakes
& Rogers, 2006; Petty, 2010).
Models of Effective Change Leadership
In an effort to conceptualize, simplify, and explain the process of change, several
theorists and leading educational scholars have developed various methods, processes and
frameworks. Lewin established is his three-step model as seminal work in the early1950s. He
suggested that change, following a sequential pattern, demands three steps: unfreezing, moving,
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and refreezing. These phases are indicative of revealing critical information related to behavior
or social norms, establishing new sets of value, and stabilizing the new change (Schein, 1999).
Extending on as well as detouring from Lewin’s model, Lippit, Watson, & Westley (1958)
highlighted the role of change agents, or change champions, transforming the organization
(Stichler, 2011). Similarly, Greiner’s (1967) perspective of the change agent asserts that in order
for change to be successful, power within the organization must be redistributed. Additionally,
an ordered process must occur rather than sporadic uneven changes. Building on Lewin’s model
and referencing frequent errors in organizational failure, Kotter (1996) developed a eight-step
model designed to assist and guide the implementation of change: (1) establishing a sense of
urgency; (2) forming a powerful coalition; (3) creating a vision; (4) communicating the vision;
(5) empowering others to act on the vision; (6) planning for and creating short-term wins; (7)
consolidating improvements and producing still more change; and (8) institutionalizing new
approaches. There is parallelism between the initial stages of Kotter’s framework and Lewin’s
Model. Collectively, the noted change models all give guidance with respect to planning,
implementing, and navigating change and transformation within an organization. However,
Kotter’s model, taken from a more detailed-oriented perspective of leading change, will serve as
the primary model of reference for this proposed study.
School Leadership and Change
The actions and behaviors related to leadership are significantly consequential. In
reference to the relevance of leadership and change, Valle & Rodriguez (2012) note, “leadership
is a complex process contingent on interpersonal relationships, contexts, skills, implications,
behaviors and above all applying the central concept of power in order to influence others into
action” (p. 2). Although frequently undervalued, leadership is very influential with respect to
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scholastic achievement and school improvement. Among all school-related factors, leadership
ranks second concerning influences on student achievement and learning, (Leithwood, Seashore,
Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004). Leithwood, Seashore, Anderson, & Wahlstrom (2004) offer
three guiding principles of successful school leadership practices: setting direction, developing
people, and redesigning the organization. The significant role of effective leadership in schooling
and education is widely accepted and documented (Young, 2011). Decades of research have
pointed to and underscored the extent and manner in which leadership, especially at the schoolbuilding level, shapes the culture, climate, and quality of instruction (Waters, Marzano, &
McNulty, 2003). Additionally, school-based leaders’ efforts to change and transform schools
have been explored (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000; Leithwood, Seashore, Anderson, & Wahlstrom,
2004; Nicoll, 2014; Shield, 2009; Shield 2016).
District-Based Leadership and Change
Despite the fact that it has been given limited attention, district-based school leadership is
equally relevant to school-based leadership with respect to improving and transforming
schooling and education. (Rorrer, Skrla, & Scheurich, 2008; Spillane & Thompson, 1997;
Young, 2011). Heller (2018) adds, “While they’re often overlooked in education policy debates,
district central office staff can play critical roles in improving schools and ensuring student
success” (p.42).
Within in the last two decades, the research on the role of district leadership in changing
and transforming schools has been limited, inconsistent, and erratic (Rorrer, Skrla, & Scheurich,
2008). Alluding to the failure of waves of reform that embodied top-down and bottom-up
approaches to leadership, O'Day & Smith (1993) put forth a system-wide approach to leadership
which is grounded in three basic principles: a unifying vision goal; a coherent instructional
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guidance system; and a restructured governance. Berman (1982) discussed the limited
knowledge base of district leadership within the context of reforms, policy implementation, and
compliance with state and federal regulations. Efforts to improve the instructional capacity of
district office leaders have also been examined (Corbett & Wilson, 1991).
In recent times, the need to analyze the role of district leaders with respect to school
improvement and change has been gaining more traction, usage, and notoriety. The role of the
district-based leadership, according to Leverett (2004) is “aligning external accountability
demands with local efforts to improve standards-based instruction” (p. 8). Echoing these
sentiments, Elmore (2002, p. 15) describes the primary role of district-based leaders in terms of
the following responsibilities:
•

enhancing the skills and knowledge of people in the organization,

•

creating a common culture of expectations around the use of those skills and
knowledge,

•

holding the various pieces of the organization together in a productive relationship
with each other, and

•

holding individuals accountable for their contributions to the collective result.

Aside from instructional responsibilities and managerial tasks, there has been a shift from
viewing central office leaders as impediments to change to recognizing them as engaged
stakeholders and agents of change (Balch-Gonzalez, 2002; Fisher, 2003, Leverett, 2004).
Synthesizing several decades of research on leadership, Rorrer, Skrla, Scheurich (2008) propose
four roles of district leadership that frame daily practices, policies, and belief systems: (a)
providing instructional leadership, (b) reorienting the organization, (c) establishing policy
coherence, and (d) maintaining an equity focus.
29

The effectiveness of school district leaders has also been assessed (Hornung & Yoder,
2014; Leithwood, Seashore, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004; Waters & Marzano, 2006). Honig
(2013) cautions that district leaders across the country are exuding great efforts with respect to
leading their organizations, however, they are met with challenges as a result of having limited
research-based models and guidance. Other contemporary scholarship on central office
leadership centers on a variety of aspects such as capacity building, instructional support,
community relations, and policy implementation (Marsh, 2000; Massell, 2000; Honig, 2003;
Honig, 2004; Honig, & Hatch, 2004). Educational policy serves as a leverage of school change;
therefore, it is essential that leaders create conditions that foster proper implementation and
sustainable reform that improves academic achievement for all students (Honig, 2006). With
respect to policy implementation, limited consideration has been given to roles of central office
leaders (Marsh, 2000). Marsh (2000) submits, “in terms of unanswered questions, the field is ripe
for a more nuanced understanding of how districts manage their policy environments to enact
change” (p. 16).
The research on district level leadership has been framed by various perspectives that
address improving organizational effectiveness as well as results-oriented outcomes. For
example, Leithwood, Seashore, Anderson, & Wahlstrom (2004) suggest that districts should
focus on distributive leadership or collaborative leadership. From this perspective, the collective
interactions of leaders drive system-wide changes. In assessing the influence of central office
leaders with supporting professional learning communities, the socio-cultural learning theory has
been applied (Honig & Rainey, 2014). The current scholarship on district level leadership
demonstrates a strong commitment to collective goals of improving school performance,
modifying policies, and refining learning conditions; however, lack of research exist with respect
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to implications for leading organizational change deeply grounded in educational excellence and
social justice (Rorrer, Skrla, & Scheurich, 2008).
Theoretical Framework
The aforementioned dialogue on equity-oriented change and district-based leadership,
coupled with the historical context of school desegregation, reflect a cohesiveness regarding the
ideas. Situated with the critical paradigm, this proposed research is undergirded by a rich
historical foundation and a focus on the continuous cycle of oppression. Additionally, as this
study of district office-based leaders initiating, and leading change unfolded, the role of
leadership and the ability of the leaders to embrace social change and abandon personal and
political agendas was of great significance and concentration. This change places emphasis on
increasing opportunities for greater equity, just practices, and empathy (Kezar, Carducci, and
Contreras-McGavin, 2006).
Transformative Leadership
The scrutiny of effective leadership is at the forefront of school reform across the United
States. As stated by Hannah, Avolio, Luthans, and Harms (2008), “Today’s leaders face
unprecedented challenges as organizations struggle to adapt to ever-accelerating rates of change
both internally and with the external environment in which they are embedded” (p. 669). The
urgency to address these challenges calls for leaders who are strategically led by a vision, have
the ability to effect change, possess a willingness to collaborate with others, and are guided by
moral compass that is positioned towards equity (Shields, 2009). This compilation of actions,
redeeming leadership qualities, and intuitive perspectives is indicative of Transformative
Leadership.
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Burns (1979) describes leadership as being synonymous to power— it is relational,
collective, and purposeful (p. 381). Serving as pioneering frameworks of leadership, Burn’s
(1978) transformational and transactional leadership perspectives both focus on a how leaders’
belief systems influence how they approach and utilize power in order to galvanize the support
of followers in an effort to create deep-seated intrinsic change (Shield, 2015). The goal of
transformational leadership is to improve the effectiveness of an organization. Comparatively,
collectively producing the desired outcomes is the focal point of transactional leadership
(Shields, 2010).
Emerging in the late-1980s as a derivative of Burns’ (1978) transforming leadership
theories, transformative leadership denotes the utilization of a radically altered perspective that is
focused on realizing highly effective organizational change that is situated within an equitycentered context (Pierson & Shields, 2017). Reflective of Freire’s (1998) notion of
conscientization or critical awareness, leaders prescribing to this framework of leadership engage
in introspection, strategically scrutinize the environment and/or contexts, and challenge systems
of oppression and inequity (Darder, 2014; Hewitt, Davis, & Lashley, 2014; Friere, 1998; Valle &
Rodriguez, 2012). Foster (1989) advises that educational leadership must be educative by
rejecting control, and instead, empowering and collaborating with followers in creating a shared
vision that’s bent towards mutual values such as justice and liberty. Functioning from a social
justice perspective, transformative leaders are concerned with improving educational excellence
as well as altering and eliminating the disparities within society as a whole (Shield, 2010).
Several educational scholars and theorists have proffered various operational definitions,
frameworks, and teachings related to transformative leadership. Foster (1989) utilized the
concept of “transformative intellectuals” to refer to leaders who are equipped with the abilities to
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utilize their knowledge, skills, and dispositions to effect change within their respective
organizations. Additionally, through the use of the power of vision, the responsibility of
leadership is to transform, influence, and empower. Reflectively, Foster (1989) notes,
“leadership is change, not control, and the change is the movement toward excellence. If a
practice is an internal attempt to achieve excellence, it is leadership that is the driving force.
Leadership then both informs practices and is in itself a practice” (p. 10). In reference to this
moral practice and the use of power to effect transformative change, Sergiovanni (1990)
contends that with successful transformative change, initial opposing goals intertwine and often
become one collective shared vision.
Embracing Freire’s (1998) concept of conscientization and/or critical awareness,
contemporary theorists and researchers have shifted to a more action-oriented social justice
grounded perspective (Darder, 2014). Weiner (2003) concedes that transformative leadership
begins with critical questions regarding justice and equity. Aside from addressing the traditional,
technical, and typical leadership responsibilities, Shields (2014, p. 29) describes Eight Tenets of
Transformative Leadership which center on excellence and equity:
1.

A mandate for deep and equitable change

2.

The need to deconstruct knowledge frameworks that perpetuate inequity and
injustice and to reconstruct them in more equitable ways

3.

The need to address the inequitable distribution of power

4.

An emphasis on both private and public good

5.

A focus on emancipation, democracy, equity, and justice

6.

An emphasis on interconnectedness, interdependence, and global awareness

7.

The necessity of balancing critique with promise
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8.

The call to exhibit moral courage

While not explicitly termed as transformative leadership within his work regarding
experiences of social justice driven principals leading school wide transformations, Thoeharis
(2007) expounds on the convergence of leadership and social justice creating several parallels
with the tenets of transformative leadership. Additional studies have concentrated on teaching,
learning, and leading from the social justice paradigm (Affolter & Hoffman, 2011). Although
having its own set of unique characteristics and ethical foundations, Caldwell, Dixon, Floyd,
Chaudoin, Post, & Cheokas (2011) conceptualize transformative leadership as an integrated
combination of seven ethically-sound prominent theories: transformational leadership,
charismatic leadership, level 5 leadership, principle-centered leadership, servant leadership, and
covenantal leadership (p. 177). The authors stressed that transformative leaders can motivate and
influence others in ways that yield a measurable impact within the organization. Unlike most
framers of transformative leaderships, Montuori & Donnelly (2017) offer alternative viewpoints
that distance itself from the constructs of social justice. Dismissing the traditional focus of
organizational behavior and change, the scholars note, “Transformative leadership is about
participation and collaborative creation. Transformative leadership involves a conscious choice
to participate in a process of collaborative creation for mutual benefit” (Montuori & Donnelly,
2017, p. 6).
Demarcating the three prominent transforming leadership theories, Shields (2010)
discusses distinct differences between transformational leadership, transactional leadership, and
transformative leadership. As the lexicon of leadership language has expanded over the course of
time, these three transforming leadership theories have been intermingled and/or utilized
synonymously. In effort to compare and set apart transformative leadership from Burns’s (1978)
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transactional and transformational theories, Shields (2010) provides the following distinguishing
definitions:
•

Transactional leadership involves a reciprocal transaction;

•

Transformational leadership focuses on improving organizational qualities,
dimensions, and effectiveness;

•

Transformative educational leadership begins by challenging inappropriate uses
of power and privilege that create or perpetuate inequity and injustice.

In making these comparisons, Shields (2010, p. 559) draws on and references the
scholarly works that examine transformative leadership from a conceptual standpoint (Quantz,
Rogers, & Dantley, 1991; Shields, 2009; Weiner, 2003) as well as investigations that use
empirical methods of research (Glanz, 2007; Hoffman & Burrello, 2004; Kose, 2007; Marshall &
Olivia, 2005; McLaughlin, 1989; Shields, 2008). Supporting these differences, Hewitt, Davis, &
Lashley (2014) add that transformational leadership focuses on improving and reforming the
effectiveness of organization while transformative leadership goes a step further. Transformative
leadership focuses on achieving excellence, challenging the status quo, and seeking to eliminate
injustice within the organization (Shields, 2009; 2010; 2014; 2017).
Research on transformative leadership has been conducted on various aspects within the
field of educational leadership such as professional development models (DeMulder, Kayler, &
Stribling, 2009; Hewitt, Davis, & Lashley; 2014, McDowelle, 2009; Pierson & Shield, 2017),
mentorship programs (Tillman, 2005), and supervision strategies (Glanz, 2007). Additionally,
transformative leadership has been explored and/or discussed along the elementary to higher
education continuum of teaching and learning. In assessing the needs of higher educational
institutes of learning, with respect to addressing multicultural issues and diversity, Valle &
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Rodriguez (2012) advocate for a shift in change initiatives, policies, and practices that are more
in tuned to tenets of transformative leadership. The research on transformative leadership has
yielded several implications for policy and practice in various external fields in both public and
private sectors.
Transformative Leadership and Equity-Based Educational Change
The constructs of change and equity within schooling are not new or unexplored
concepts. The attempts to understand school change, equity, diversity, and inclusiveness are
plentiful. As stated by Nicoll (2014), “for the better part of the past century, the field of
education has witnessed repeated calls and initiatives for change, reform and improvement of our
schools. Yet today, the problems of improving academic achievement and social adjustment
among youth continue unabated” (p. 47). With respect to the study of district-based leadership
and systemic change, most empirical research has examined and/or focused on accountability
mandates, strategic initiatives, and or managerial tasks. According to Shields (2017), equity,
inclusion, and diversity have been traditionally analyzed and/or studied within the context of
school-based leadership, particularly focusing on principals.
Inequity within schooling and education is a distinct complex issue which is accompanied
by a panoply of root causes and challenges (Lynn & Adams, 2002). In order for systemic equitybased change to occur as well as be sustained, leaders at the district level must abandon the
habits of ignoring the underlying elements of inequity, inequality, and the imbalance of power
within their reforms, policies, and practices. When solely addressing school improvement and
change from a technical and/or managerial stance, often times, more injustices and disparities are
unintentionally created causing the change efforts to fall flat (Shields, 2009). Mirroring this
position regarding the failure to address inequity in school reform initiatives, Oakes & Rogers
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(2006) assert that this neglect “has guaranteed failure of the often created and likely effective
technical approaches that well-intentioned, equity-minded professionals have developed and
sought to implement” (p. 16).
As a result of its far-reaching equity-centered nature, Shields (2009; 2012; 2013; 2015;
2016) and other scholarly equity-conscious scholars offer transformative leadership as a
mechanism for advancement and betterment in leading and managing sustainable systemic
change. In conceptualizing the gravity and complexity of organizations, particularly within the
educational setting, tenets of transformative leadership do not focus on leadership as a single
construct with the sole purpose of measuring effectiveness and making results-oriented
transactions. Instead, it focuses on deep rooted collaborative change which is situated within an
equity-centered context (Shields, 2009). The undertaking of transforming an entire school district
in response to meeting compliance with a school desegregation order is a massive complex
process of change that focuses on equity and excellence for all students. This change process
cannot be led or managed by a single change agent. More importantly, it requires leadership that
is collaborative, transforming, and that concentrates on curtailing marginalization, injustices, and
inequities within the broader scope of organization (Valle & Rodriguez, 2012).
Numerous leadership perspectives that focus on transforming and changing organizations
were considered as possible lenses through which this proposed study could be viewed and/or
framed such as distributive leadership, transformational leadership, visionary leadership,
strategic leadership, and/or situational leadership. With the exception of having a central focus
on equity-based change, each has potential to be applicable to this examination regarding
district-based leaders orchestrating equity-based change (Leithwood, Seashore, Anderson, &
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Wahlstrom, 2004). For the purposes of this specific study, a leadership framework that is equityoriented was a qualifying factor.
Of the various transforming perspectives and paradigms, Shields (2010) lauds
Transformative Leadership “as holding the most promise and potential to meet both the
academic and the social justice needs of complex, diverse, and beleaguered education systems”
(p. 562). In an effort to place excellence and equity at the core of this analysis, Transformative
Leadership served as the primary theoretical point of reference for this proposed inquiry with
respect to school district-based leadership and equity-centered change. More specifically, as a
result of striking a balance between improving on excellence and addressing social injustices and
constraints, Shields’ (2014) Eight Tenets of Transformative Leadership was applied to the study.
Chapter 2: Summary and Concluding Reflections
For the purposes of this study, the implementation process related to school
desegregation plans served as a backdrop to gaining a better understanding of the role of districtbased leadership and change. This literature review synthesized the seminal and contemporary
research by going from the broad concept of school desegregation to a more specific focus, the
role of district leadership in planning, guiding, and leading system-wide equity-based change.
Findings gleaned primarily from peer-reviewed articles and government related reports revealed
a wealth of information on the subject of school desegregation, in general. A large body of
empirical and conceptual research, although dated, exists on school desegregation. The extensive
volume of resources on the subject of school desegregation is both beneficial and limiting to this
literature review. Additionally, in isolation, the constructs of change, equity, and leadership are
permeated throughout the spectrum of research on schooling and educational leadership.
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However, with respect to leading systemic, equity-based change, specifically at the school
district level, gaps in the scholarship exist:
•

Approximately 350 school systems in the United States are currently implementing
school desegregation plans. Half of these school systems are being judicially
mandated to integrate their schools. However, contemporary guidance, regulations,
and models of best practices are antiquated, inconsistent, and/or unavailable;

•

The body of research on district-level leaders and/or central office-based leaders is in
the infancy stages;

•

Most conceptual and empirical studies focus on change leadership at the school
building level; and

•

A considerable amount of educational change and leadership literature focuses on
improving the effectiveness of schools. However, the context of transformative
leadership, an equity-centered perspective, at the district level has not been fully
researched, explored, and/or developed.

Utilizing qualitative methods of inquiry, this study attempted to address these gaps.
This study concentrated on district leaders’ behaviors, decisions, and actions, how their
personal views are transferred to their professional practices, and the manner in which they
engaged all stakeholders during the implementation process of the school desegregation court
order. Moreover, this study aimed to assist in building a stronger knowledge base with respect to
the emerging body of research on central office-based leadership and equity-centered
transformations as well as assist with highlighting conditions that engage district leaders in the
change process (Honig, 2009, Shileds, 2017).
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
This chapter provides a brief review of the over-arching purpose of this study.
Furthermore, it primarily focuses on the research design of the study, inclusive of procedures for
data sampling, collection, and management. Additionally, methods of analysis, verification
techniques, and ethical considerations are explained.
Purpose and Aim of the Study
With respect to schooling and education, the oppressive pattern of inequality and
inequity, along with the historical context and repressive effects, is well documented (Farley,
2010). In short, inequity in school is universally accepted as a pervasive problem. Yet, over a
half-century past the decision of Brown vs. Board of Education of Topeka (1954), relatively two
hundred public school systems in the United States operate segregated systems; and not by
choice (Reardon, Grewal, Kalogrides, & Greenberg, 2012; U.S. Government Accountability
Office, 2016). In total, almost 350 school districts within the country are currently implementing
school desegregation plans either by force or voluntarily (US Commission on Civil Rights,
2018). The process of effectively altering the policies, practices, and belief systems of a school
system in connection to a school desegregation court order is enormous, perplexing, as well as
impactful. It requires a considerable amount of time, energy, resources, and efforts from all
stakeholders within the organization, especially the district-based leaders (Talbert-Johnson,
2000).
The purpose of this qualitative study was to describe the experiences of central officebased administrators as with leading a system-wide change initiative within the school district in
response to compliance with a desegregation consent order. This study brings awareness to
issues faced by school districts with respect to the implementation of court-ordered racial
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mandates and identifies organizational and other related factors that impact the practice of
leadership with respect to the execution of major systemic equity-focused changes.
In the review of the literature, a plethora of information is presented on public school
desegregation encompassing areas such as historical perspectives, academic impact, cost, and
logistics. Absent from the review of the literature on school desegregation, as well as equityconscious change, is a strong emphasis placed on and consideration given to the role and/or
experiences of central office-based administrators, which are key figures in the implementation
process (Shields (2017).
By utilizing qualitative semi-structured interviews and document review procedures, this
study aimed to explore the experiences of the district-level administrators and assess the role of
leadership in order to answer the primary research question: How do district-level leaders
implement court-ordered desegregation plans? Additionally, this study ventured into answering
the following accompanying sub-questions:
1. How did the district leaders prepare and plan for the various stages of the
desegregation implementation process?
2. In what ways did the district leaders engage all stakeholders in the change
process?
3. What are the perceived barriers, challenges, and accomplishments experienced by
the district leaders during the implementation process?
4. How have district leaders altered their practices and perspectives as well as
reformed district policies as a result of the desegregation implementation process?
Study Design
This study is situated within the qualitative paradigm. The selection of a research design
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is influenced by several factors which include, but are not limited to, the worldview assumptions
of the researcher, strategies, and methods of data collection and analysis (Creswell, 2007;
Creswell, 2009). This research study utilized qualitative methods to examine leadership in
conjunction with leading a massive system-wide change initiative in response to implementing a
court-ordered desegregation plan.
The study is aligned to the descriptive functions of qualitative research (Peshkin, 1993).
By illuminating the nature of a situation, fostering and/or cultivating new ideas about a
phenomenon, or assessing the effectiveness of a practice, qualitative research allowed for this
inquiry to be undertaken in an inductive style (Creswell, 2009; Leedy & Ormrod, 2005).
Qualitative research is typically characterized by utilizing the natural setting for data collection,
gathering multiple sources of data, understanding meaning from various perspectives, and
viewing and analyzing data subjectively (Creswell, 2007).
This research study used contextual information drawn from qualitative data sources such
as interviews, interview notes, and document review to examine a social issue or subject matter.
Similar to most qualitative work, the current study began with the identification of the problem
and proceeded to various phases, which involved collecting, analyzing, interpreting, validating,
and reporting data. The interrelatedness and connectedness of the purpose, questions, and
procedures are critical to the successful progression and completion of a qualitative study
(Creswell, 2007).
Case Study
An action plan or research design is the connecting piece between collected data and
drawn conclusions (Yin, 1994). A case study approach was employed to explore the role of
leadership in implementing a school desegregation plan. Yin (1994) defines a case study as an
42

experiment that examines a modern incident or occurrence within a realistic framework. While
Yin (1994) references the case study approach as a research process, Merriam (1998) describes a
case study as an end product, a concentrated and rounded description of a single phenomenon. A
case study is primarily concerned with subjectively focusing on an issue explored through a
single case or group of cases bounded by setting. By critically viewing the varying viewpoints,
this research study aimed to expand and describe the district leaders’ experiences with respect to
leading and facilitating system-wide change (Ihde, 2009).
Authorities on the utilization of the case study approach such as Denzin and Lincoln
(2005), Merriam (1998), Stake (1995), and Yin (2009) purport distinctive guidelines and/or
protocols for developing, conducting, and evaluating a case study. Universally, these collective
procedures, inclusive of identifying sampling strategies, collecting data from multiple sources,
descripting the case or cases, strategically analyzing the data, and interpreting the meaning of the
data in narrative form, guided the current study which examined leadership with respect to
implementing a court-ordered school desegregation plan (Creswell, 2007).
Major benefits of the case study approach include, but are not limited to, the capability of
the researcher to have direct collaboration with the participants, its flexibility, and level of rigor
(Baxter and Jack, 2008). Several possible pitfalls and challenges are associated with selecting the
case study methodology; therefore, experts in the field hone in on specific features as it relates to
selecting and bounding cases (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Creswell, 2007; Denzin and Lincoln, 2005;
Merriam, 1998; Stake 1995: Yin, 2009). In selecting the case study approach for the purposes of
this study, special attention was given to several considerations: deciding the appropriateness of
method, identifying the case or unit of analysis, binding the case, and determining the type and
kind of case (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Creswell, 2007; Creswell, 2009).
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With an emphasis placed on the description of the experiences of the participants leading
the change efforts instead of on explanations of the impact or effect of desegregation, it was
appropriate to utilize a case study to facilitate or study the experiences of school-based leaders
implementing a court-ordered school desegregation plan. The usage of the case study method is
further validated by the need to collect and analyze various forms of data such as archived
government documents, organizational documents, and interviews. This guaranteed that the
subject matter under investigation was explored from multiple viewpoints; thus, yielding
variations of experiences and levels of understanding (Baxter & Jack, 2008). Moreover, a case
study approach allowed for the participants to be observed in their natural setting, thus limiting
interruptions of day to day functions of the school system (Creswell, 2007).
The purpose of this study was to examine the implementation process of the courtordered school desegregation plan from the vantage point of school district leaders from Water
Creek County Public School District. In order to identify the case or unit of analysis, the
following questions posed by Baxter and Jack (2008, p. 545) were used as reflective probes:
Should the individual or groups of individuals be analyzed? Should the focal point of the study
be the individual court case? Should the implementation process be the case or unit of analysis?
While the experiences of individual school leaders and the specifics of the court case are
significant and relevant, utilizing the implementation process of this major policy of school
desegregation as the cornerstone of analysis best assisted in addressing the purpose of the study
and answering the guiding research questions. Therefore, the administrators’ experiences and the
specific court case was used to provide the real-life context in which the policy implementation
and/or change process was examined.
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Deciding the boundaries of a case is paramount to the function of a case study. A case
can be bound or restricted based on time, occurrences, and processes (Creswell, 2007). Baxter
and Jack (2008) assert that developing boundaries to a case assists in narrowing the research
questions of the study. School desegregation is a large and complex area of study within the
fields of education and educational leadership. Furthermore, the topic discussed within any
context has the propensity to be very broad and massive as it relates to implications for research.
As a means to focus and ground this study, this inquiry strategically focused on the specific
period related to the implementation phases of the desegregation plan. This investigation focused
on the implementation phases of the plan in Water Creek Public School District, which spanned
from 2008 to 2011. Additionally, all data was collected based on those specific time periods and
will be related to the specific court case. This single case study design is instrumental in nature in
that the case of the implementation process was used to provide depth and understanding of the
larger picture, which concentrates on examining systemic change in conjunction with the role of
district leadership (Baxter and Jack, 2008).
Context of the Study
In an effort to protect the identity of the participants and the school district being
examined, pseudonyms have been applied to all relevant names, documents, and locations.
Additionally, noted district demographic data and information reflects the time period during the
desegregation implementation process.
Water Creek County Public School District is one of the largest school districts within the
state in which it is located. According to the district’s website, during implementation, years the
district serviced approximately 43,000 students and provided employment to approximately
6,500 employees, of which 3,000 were teachers. Descriptively, student demographics are
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reflective of an urban school district. The district’s school board operated 87 schools which are
geographically separated by a major waterway. Academically, according to the State Department
of Education, at that time, Water Creek County Public School District was ranked 55th out of 68
school districts.
In 2007, after being non-compliant with a forty-four-year-old desegregation court ruling,
the district was summoned back to court and was forced to develop and implement a plan to
desegregate the school system. This investigation focused on the implementation years of the
district’s journey (2008-2011). A brief descriptive narrative of major events is provided below.
Brief History of Desegregation in Water Creek School District
In the summer of 1964, the father of Lilly B. Planters, along with fifteen other parents of
black students, initiated a federal lawsuit against the Water Creek Public School Board claiming
allegations of racially discriminatory practices as it relates to staffing, school construction,
budgetary matters, and extra-curricular activities. The plaintiffs sought to prohibit the school
board from operating compulsory bi-racial school systems. The school board and its
superintendent were ordered to develop a comprehensive plan that eliminated racial inequality.
In 1971, the board submitted a proposed plan; however, the court ruled that vestiges of racial
discrimination remained in the plan and within the school system. The proposed plan was not
accepted. Consequently, the case remained dormant until 2007. In response to a March 8, 2007
court ruling, the representatives for both the plaintiffs and the defendants jointly filed a consent
order. The judge, approving portions of the plan and denying others, directed the board to
address and implement the following components of the plan: (a) student assignment; (b) interdistrict transfer procedures; (c) administrative, faculty, and non-instruction staff assignment; (c)
resource allocations for school equipment and materials of instruction; (d) facilities; (e) quality
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of the education experience; and (f) administration, implementation, and monitoring. In 2011,
with the approval of the court system, a final settlement agreement was reached between the
school board and the plaintiffs. Subsequently, as a result of the district meeting federally
mandated criteria with respect to developing and implementing the school desegregation plan,
Water Creek County Public School District gained partial unitary status and was released from
the supervision of the federal judiciary system. Additionally, with respect to adhering to the
provisions noted in the final settlement agreement, the district was informally monitored for the
next few years.
The process of effectively implementing a desegregation plan requires extraordinary
effort on the part of all school leaders involved. Hilbert (2018) describes effective desegregation
as a change process that removes all forms of racial inequities. This effectiveness in
implementation can be achieved by strategically adhering to the court order, thus forcing key
leaders to examine and alter past and current organizational behaviors and policies.
Through qualitative interviews, interview notes, and document review, this exploration
sought to describe and examine Water Creek Public School District central office-based leaders’
experiences, behavior, and practices as they guided the organization through the implementation
process of the Planters court-ordered school desegregation plan. The framework of
Transformative Leadership, an equity-conscious leadership perspective, along with several other
leadership theories and/or models that support change, assisted in understanding the experiences
and decisions of the district-based school leaders of Water Creek Public School District.
Additionally, John Kotter’s 8 Step Change Model (1996), which provides eight linear steps to
facilitate change within an organization, was used to frame and guide the study.
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Sampling and Procedures for Data Collection
Gaining access to organizations and individuals can prove to be problematic. Creswell
(2007) offers various challenges to the process such as recruiting participants and building trust.
An initial letter (Appendix A), along with this research study’s approval letter, was sent to the
school district’s superintendent, requesting permission for the study. Selecting appropriate
sources of data greatly influences the trajectory of a study (Leedy and Ormrod, 2005). Thus, it
was imperative that the researcher strategically selected appropriate sampling strategies.
Criterion and snowball sampling strategies were utilized to recruit and select participants.
Data collection in qualitative research requires intense involvement on the part of the
researcher (Creswell, 2007). For this study, data was collected through viewing archived
documents, taking journal/interview notes, and conducting semi-structured interviews, with the
latter form of data being the primary source.
Archived documents
Prior to directly interacting with selected participants, archival documents pertaining to
the implementation of the desegregation plan were reviewed. In an effort to thoroughly analyze
the implementation process, the final consent order, available Compliance Reports, and three
Annual Court Monitor’s Reports were reviewed. The documents were obtained from the
district’s website and/or a public records request. These reports were selected because they
account for the implementation years: 2008-2009, 2009-2010, and 2010-2011. Additionally, the
documents were selected because they were perceived as being factual and non-biased (Bowen,
2009).
The purpose of the archival document review was two-fold. First, the information
gleaned from the review of the documents served as a backdrop to the exploration of the
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experiences of school district-based administrators implementing the school desegregation plan.
It also provided historical insight rendering an understanding of root causes of the district’s
predicament as it relates to non-compliance with the original court order and related challenges
and/or obstacles (Bowen, 2009). Secondly, the content review assisted in preparing for the
interviews and generating additional interview questions.
After reading over each individual document, notes were recorded in reference to
pertinent components of the report such as required school system policies, procedures, resource
allocations, and administrative guidance. Additional notes were made with respect to areas of
equitable practices and areas of concern that were evident prior to the resurfacing of the court
case. As expected, the archival review aided in identifying noted areas of progress and
documented areas of concerns with respect to the implementation of the plan.
Semi-Structured Interviews
The target population of this study included current and former central office-based
administrators. During the implementation years of the desegregation plan, the organizational
structure of Water Creek School System resembled a hierarchy, with the superintendent at the
top, followed by deputy superintendents and other district-based school leaders. In an effort to
select participants who could render various perspectives regarding the implementation of the
district’s desegregation plan, a criterion sampling strategy was employed (Creswell, 2007). The
participants were selected based on their level of direct involvement with the implementation
process of the court order. The selected participants were chosen from the various departments
that were intimately involved in the implementation process of the consent order. As result of
promotions, lateral moves, and reassignments, changes in positions as well as job responsibilities
were also considered. Participants’ job titles and/or positions were considered with respect to the
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implementation period. Additionally, a snow ball sampling strategy assisted in soliciting
additional participants in a practical manner (Atkinson and Flint, 2001).
After receiving approval from the Superintendent’s office, participation was requested
via a letter (Appendix B) that was sent to ten potential participants. The letter, accompanied by
an informed consent form (Appendix C) and a biographical questionnaire (Appendix D),
informed the potential participants of the information required for the study. It also explained
how the data would be utilized.
Eight participants were selected. The selected number of participants proved to be
manageable and provided reasonable support to the purpose of the study (Merriam, 1998). A
summary noting the demographic characteristics of the participants is detailed in Table 2.
Table 2. Demographic characteristics of participants

Pseudonym

Age Range

Gender

Race

Education
Level

Clarence

60-70

Male

Black

Masters

No. of
Years in
Education
40

No. of Years of
Administrative
Experience
26

Delores

50-60

Female

Black

Masters

25

15

Denise

40-50

Female

Black

Masters

26

16

Gloria

40-50

Female

Black

Masters

28

10

Heather

50-60

Female

White

Masters

28

14

Stephanie

60-70

Female

White

Masters

25

15

Tabitha

60-70

Female

White

Masters

41

36

Theodore

70-80

Male

Black

Masters

40

16

In an effort to conceal the participants’ identity, their specific areas of focus and responsibilities
are not noted. However, the group is reflective of district-level leaders who serve or have served
in various supervisory capacities as superintendents, upper level administrations, and middle
50

level administrations. This selection allowed the researcher to gain a diverse insight into multiple
perspectives and experiences. Additionally, pseudonyms have been applied for all individuals in
an attempt to maximize confidentiality to the participants (Creswell, 2007).
Interviewing is a powerful mechanism used in order to unearth and understand the
manner in which people make sense of their experiences (Rabionet, 2009). Utilizing Seidman’s
(2006) three-series interview structure, a series of semi-structured interviews were scheduled
with the selected participants. This adapted method of interviewing allowed for a richer
exchange between the researcher and the participant; thus, eliciting a deeper understanding of the
administrators’ experiences. As outlined by Seidman (2006), each series of interviews had a
unique focus and purpose: The first set of interviews focused on providing background
information and context. The second round of interviews required the participants to expound on
concrete details related to the experiences of implementing the desegregation plan. And lastly,
the final set of interviews guided the participants into reflecting on the process in conjunction
with implications for leadership practices at the district level.
During the course of the interviewing process, a timeline of major events and/or related
occurrences was provided and assisted the participants with triggering their memory as well as
focusing and controlling the interview (Cassell & Symon, 2004; Holma, n.d.). Each participant
was interviewed using a semi-structured interview protocol (Appendix E; Appendix F; Appendix
G). The questions were aligned to the noted research questions and the theoretical substructures
associated with transformative practices as well as the guiding framework of Kotter’s 8 Step
Change Model and other scholarly work related to change management. The utilization of a
semi-structured interview protocol allowed for flexibility and adjustment in questioning, when
necessary.
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The ability to probe the interviewee with intriguing questions is critical. Each interview
lasted approximately 45-60 minutes. It is through these in-depth interviews that the researcher
aimed to gain greater insight while narrowing the central guiding questions of this study
(Creswell, 2007). During the course of conducting the interviews and observations, interview
notes were taken in order to reference the data during the analysis phase (Soy, 1997). However,
at times, in response to participants’ reactions and the perceived level of their comfort with
answering various lines of questions, the research deemed that it was necessary to listen more
and write less. Interviews were transcribed following each session. All collected data, including
documents, notes, and transcripts, were stored in a locked area. Electronic files were encrypted
with passwords.
Data Analysis
Qualitative research requires distinctive methods of data analysis. It entails identifying,
coding, and classifying themes and patterns found in the data (Byrne, 2001). It is an on-going
process. Stake (1995) posits that reconstructing meaning from first impressions as well as from
final gatherings of information is germane to analysis.
Skimming, thorough reading, and interpretation combined to form a structure for
analyzing the selected documents for this research study (Bowen, 2009). During the first pass of
the documents, meaningful chunks of information were identified that assisted in framing the
interview protocols. Additionally, with respect to the collected archival documents, instead of
focusing on the frequency of words, during the analysis phase, attention was given to ideas and
concepts which were consistent and connected across the selected documents (Stemler, 2001).
Moreover, in conjunction with reviewing the preliminary interview data and having a back-andforth interplay with selected documents and the chunks of highlighted text within the interview
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transcripts, additional focus was given to specific common concepts. Additionally, memos were
noted (Bowen, 2009). Through this process, the selected documents reviewed for this study
assisted in contextualizing interview data, underpinning the historical context of the
desegregation process, and providing a context to the examination of district leadership in
implemented equity-centered changes (Bowen, 2009).
For this research project, procedures for data collection, analysis, and reporting were not
totally conducted in isolation; therefore, after the interview data was collected and transcribed,
the researcher engaged in a process of going through the data sets multiple times and in a variety
of ways (Leedy & Ormond, 2005). Creswell (2007, p. 150) describes this approach as a data
analysis spiral which entails “moving in analytic circles rather than using a fixed linear
approach” frequently looping in between the various data sources culminating in the written
narrative. In adhering to this technique, after being transcribed, the interview data was initially
analyzed manually. While using constant comparative methods to analyze the transcripts and
interview notes for reoccurring patterns and themes, comments, memos, and notes were made in
the margins that indicated possible categories and meanings related to understanding the
participants’ experiences with leading the transformation efforts within the district (Bernard &
Ryan, 2003; Creswell, 2007; Leedy & Ormond, 2005). Subsequently, a list of significant
statements was compiled. After reading through the list and making notes, these statements were
collapsed or grouped into meaningful codes and themes. The organization of the statements into
codes and/or themes was influenced by the literature, purpose of the study, essential guiding
questions, and theoretical underpinnings related to leadership and change (Merriam, 1998).
Additionally, as an additional layer of analysis, ATLAS.ti, a qualitative data analysis
software, assisted in verifying the massive sets of data, inclusive of preliminary codes and
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general themes reduced from the interview data and document review. As with the initial manual
analysis, similar constant comparative strategies were applied. Moreover, in addition to engaging
in a pendulous structured review of the various data sources, by manipulating the various
identified codes, the use of the ATLAS.ti qualitative workbench served a mechanism to
eliminate redundant or duplicate codes and themes (Bowen, 2009; Creswell, 2007; Leedy &
Ormond, 2005). After utilizing the visual aids as well as the qualitative analysis software to
cluster the recurring themes and patterns, the final verification processes took place.
Verification Procedures
Verification is the process of checking and confirming (Peshkin, 1993). As stated by
Merriam (1998), all research is concerned with producing valid and reliable knowledge in an
ethical manner. Within the context of this qualitative research project, verification occurred
incrementally throughout the process, prompting the researcher on when to stop, continue, or
modify the process (Morse, Barrett, Mayan, Olson, & Spiers, 2002). Various mechanisms such
as peer review, member checking, data triangulation, and detailed review of literature assisted in
ensuring reliability and trustworthiness of this specific study.
A sample interview protocol was given to peers for review. The purpose of this review
was to ensure that the protocol and interview questions are aligned to the guiding research
questions and designed based on questions that would elicit information regarding the
experiences of central office-based administrators charged with the task of implementing the
court-ordered desegregation plan (Leedy & Ormrod, 2005). In an effort to establish credibility,
through member checking, participants were allowed to review the transcripts and interpretations
of the interview data (Creswell & Miller, 2000). It is important to note that all participants were
given the opportunity to review their direct quotations in order to verify that their words were
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communicated and interpreted as intended. One participant partook in this process and confirmed
all interview data and interpretations. No corrections or modifications were suggested.
The mechanism of data triangulation was also conducted to assist with ensuring
reliability and validity of this specific study. The overlapping comparison of the data from the
literature review, the archival documents, and the interviews aided in verifying the interpretation
of the data shedding light on the identified themes (Creswell, 2007; Creswell & Miller, 2000).
Additionally, two members of the committee of peer reviewers, who are unrelated to the study,
served as external auditors by reviewing the researcher’s interpretation of the data and engaging
in peer debriefing (Creswell & Miller, 2000; Lincoln & Guba, 1982). Lastly, the structure and
spacing of the three-series interview protocol assisted in ensuring the reliability of the study
(Seidman, 2006).
Ethical Considerations
According to Lipson (1994) and reiterated by Creswell (2007), ethical issues within
qualitative research can be classified into several major categories: informed consent procedures;
deception or covert activities, confidentiality toward participants, sponsors and colleagues;
benefits of research to participants over risks; and participant requests that go beyond social
norms. With respect to this study, the researcher took into consideration the professional
landscape of the organization with respect to the comfort level of participants with sharing
information and viewpoints as well as the researcher’s inability to fully provide anonymity for
the participants.
The Researcher and Bias
Throughout the research process, the researcher remained an objective viewer (Simon,
2011). This allowed the researcher to build rapport with participants while keeping a balanced
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distance. As a result of personal and professional experience with the matter being studied, the
researcher’s ability to set boundaries was chief. Additionally, in order to remain neutral and
unbiased, strategies which are commonly associated with a phenomenological approach to
inquiring were utilized. Remaining subjective in order to view issues from varying perspectives
is paramount to the credibility and reliability of a study (Peshkin, 1988; Creswell, 2007). This
was achieved by managing subjectivity (Peshkin, 1988) and bracketing— the researcher’s ability
to suspend any personal beliefs, biases, and assumptions (Creswell & Miller, 2000). Personal
knowledge and experience as contended by Lester (1999), “are powerful for understanding
subjective experiences, gaining insights into people’s motivations and actions, and cutting
through the clutter of taken-for-granted assumptions and conventional wisdom” (p. 1).
During this study, the researcher attempted to be critical, and at the same time, curious.
At the crux of the researcher’s curiosities regarding the topics of equity-driven changes and
district-based leadership, is the notion that in the face of emerging barriers and obstacles such as
population shifts, demographic changes, and educational influences, court-ordered remedies that
place emphasis on educational improvement rather than racial balancing should be considered
(Crenshaw, 1995). During instances of interacting with the participants and interrupting the data,
critical self-reflectiveness and discernment were critical to authentically engaging in this
research process (Galdas, 2017). Additionally, due to the sensitive nature of the topic and the
researcher’s proximity to topic, it was extremely important to be very cognizant with respect to
interacting with the participants.
Chapter 3: Summary
This chapter gave a detailed narration with respect to the planned steps, methods, and
actions associated with this inquiry into the experiences of central office-based administrators
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with implementing a school desegregation court order and leading equity-framed change
initiatives. The qualitative steps that were undertaken, inclusive of data collection and analysis
procedures, were discussed. Through this qualitative lens, this study aimed to illuminate and
describe the behaviors, actions, and practices of the district leaders within the context of leading
system-wide change that is grounded in excellence and equity.
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS
This research study examined the process of implementing and leading change from the
perspectives of central office-based leaders. Designed as an instrumental case study, the process
of executing a court mandated desegregation plan was utilized to explore and provide a better
understanding of the actions and experiences of district-level administrations with leading and
managing systemic equity-centered change (Baxter and Jack, 2008).
Utilizing qualitative methods of inquiry, the study was guided by the following essential
question: How do district-level leaders implement court-ordered desegregation plans? In addition
to examining the planning phases, the ways in which all stakeholders were engaged as well as
the perceived barriers, challenges, and accomplishments experienced during the implementation
process were under consideration. Attention was also given to the manner in which policies and
practices were altered as a result of the change efforts associated with desegregating the school
system.
Framed by Shield’s (2014) Eight Tenets of Transformative Leadership, as well as a broad
scope of scholarly work on change leadership, this case study used in-depth, semi-structured
interviews that were guided by Seidman’s (2006) three-series interview protocol as the primary
source of data collection. Additionally, in preparation for the interviews as well as an additional
source of data, multiple archival documents were studied.
An analysis of the various sets of data, inclusive of transcribed interview data, interview
or journal notes, and reviewed archival documents, produced five major themes. Strict methods
of verification such as peer review, triangulation, and member checks were used to confirm the
interpretation of the data as well as the emerging themes. These themes, accompanied by subheadings, are presented here.
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Emergent Themes
Theme 1: Personal Experiences Frame Professional Actions and Decisions
The purpose of the first series of interviews was two-fold. It provided an opportunity for
the researcher to gather background information, build a rapport with the participants, and
provide a sense of comfort and reassurance with respect to the level and types of questions being
posed. Secondarily, it afforded the participants an opportunity to decompress from the bustle of
their daily demands and reflect on their journey to becoming an educator as well as their current
work as district-level leaders. This opportunity to reflect appeared to be a welcomed break for all
participants. Unexpectedly, in analyzing these informal non-threatening conversations with
participants, Theme 1 surfaced.
Throughout each interaction, and at times, unprovoked, the participants made
connections with their own personal experiences as children, their early career directions, and
their work as educational leaders at the school and district levels. Subsequently, it became
evident that having these conversations about their upbringing and career paths were important
because life experiences, personal formation, and character development shape or influence
leaders’ commitment to their approach to professional decisions and actions (Daresh, 2002;
Kanungo, 2001; Kanungo & Mendonca, 1996). The participants all had experiences with race,
inequality, and/or unjust practices within the school setting; however, a connection of these
experiences to their work with implementing the school desegregation mandates was not clear.
Childhood Memories
During the initial meetings, to get them acclimated to the interview process, participants
were asked questions regarding their personal upbringing and schooling. In listening to them
nostalgically tell about their childhood, it was evident that all participants were cognizant of the
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deep-rooted history and struggle of racial inequality in schools. Additionally, some leaders
described having experienced some level or byproduct of structures related to racism, inequality,
and inequity in their personal education.
Attending predominately white middle and high schools, Denise discussed feeling that
some teachers had lower expectations of her or questioned her abilities because of her race:
It was a challenge for my mom to get me in honors classes. The people at the school
weren't quite sure if I could do the honors work. She had to fight for me to get me in those
classes. Looking at it today, I probably should have been tested for the gifted program. That did
not happen. At that time, GT was a place for white kids, not black kids.
Denise’s experience is aligned to the continual and revolving problem regarding the
under representation of minority students in gifted education programs. More specifically, her
example reflects the deficit thinking of educators that has limited the testing, identification, and
recruitment of black students as well as other minorities for these types of academically
accelerated opportunities (Ford & Grantham, 2003).
In experiencing her abilities being questioned because of her race or the existence of low
expectations for her as a child, it appears that it is important to Denise to make extra efforts to
advocate for students who are viewed as being “the underdog” or who are considered to be
inferior because of the color of their skin, their zip code, or their native language. Describing this
commitment to seeing the potential in students and speaking up on their behalf, she stated:
I always put myself back at that seventh grade me, and I'm always saying, “How am I
going to make sure that the Denises are exposed to everything that they possibly can get”. I never
want anyone overlooking the Denises. So, if I'm ever at a meeting or if you ever invite me to the
table, I'm constantly thinking about but how is it going to filter down to the Denises.
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At times, problems are viewed through a singular lens or based on an opposite set of
experiences. This can yield missed opportunities for success or achieving desired outcomes.
Therefore, Denise’s comments hone in on the notion that it is important to be inclusive and
engage decision makers who have a variety of backgrounds and experiences.
Reflecting on her childhood, Stephanie shared her experience with integration:
I recall, as a student, when busing began and the first African-American students came to
our schools. You know as a child, I think I was maybe in fifth grade. We didn't make a big deal
about it, but as usual, parents made it a much bigger deal than the kids. I think that parents
brought it to children's attention and put fear in children. I don't think children would have even
known. It would not have mattered to children. I grew up in a neighborhood that was racially
mixed. It was not a big deal for me.
As a child, Stephanie was accustomed to being around and interacting with people of
different races. Since this was her norm, one can assume that when changes were mandated by
the court order, she did not have to make personal shifts within the context of being accepting
and inclusive in order to make the required professional changes and decisions.
Of the eight participants, six of the participants were born, raised, and matriculated
through the public schools in Water Creek County. For these home-grown leaders, there was a
great sense of pride connected to them being a product of the school system and their perceived
role of giving back to their hometown and district. At the same time, it was very disheartening to
observe some of the same racial problems that continued to persist within the district and their
community.
Although not natives of Water Creek, the other two participants, Tabitha and Clarence,
who grew up in surrounding counties, expressed similar experiences with their educational
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foundations. As a child, attending “all black” parochial schools for his primary years, Clarence
was unaware that the schools were segregated until he transitioned to an integrated public high
school. He reminisced, “As a child, I didn’t realize that the schools were different or segregated.
My parents were highly involved and engaged in the parish and the church. At the time, that’s all
that we knew.”
Within Water Creek County, as well as in the surrounding municipalities, it is a very
common practice for parents to send their children to private or parochial schools, especially
during the children’s formative years of learning (Lincove, Cowen, & Imbrogno, 2018; Reardon
& Yun, 2002). Beyond wanting a religious-based educational foundation for their children, some
parents have a lack of trust in public schooling and view these systems as being extremely
flawed, particularly in light of accountability and testing regulations. Additionally, other parents
choose private schooling as a mechanism to shield their children from being exposed to societal
ills that are perceived to be widespread and uncontrolled in public schools (Lincove, Cowen, &
Imbrogno, 2018).
Tabitha, who grew up in the rural outskirts, attended both segregated and integrated
public schools. She recalled being bused far away from home to attend the newly integrated
middle school. For Tabitha’s parents, education was very important. When she was promoted to
high school, they elected to send her to a private religious school. The move, in her opinion,
afforded her opportunities that those around her did not have. She explained:
Neither of my parents were afforded the opportunity to finish school, and it was a priority
for them that we get as far as we could in our education. So being the last of three, my parents
were a little bit more able to push that. I'm the first of three to go on to college, and I have a
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master's degree. In a small town, opportunities for women, at that time, were greater in nursing
and teaching. I knew mine was best in teaching.
With her parents’ sacrifice of their simple means as well as their commitment to make
education a priority, Tabitha was afforded various opportunities by being sent to a different
educational setting that pushed, motivated, and challenged her. This exposure impacted the
course that her life has taken in a positive way.
Growing up in an earlier time, Theodore shared that he only attended “all black” schools.
The isolation and separation of races was not only the norm, it was the law. Most AfricanAmerican parents of his generation perceived desegregation and integration as means to achieve
a better education for their children. As the appointed Compliance Officer for the desegregation
order, having the responsibility of ensuring that the district was legitimately working toward
righting the wrongs of the past was very profound for the black community as well as a personal
privilege and honor for Theodore. Additionally, Theodore’s shared childhood experiences
provide a deeper personal and historical context to the collective experiences of the participants.
As children, each participant, acknowledged that teaching, learning, and schooling
influenced their lives tremendously. For all of them, except for Stephanie, who is not an educator
by trade, their love for learning and their personal appreciation for education and its impact on
others as well as its potential to change the world, led them to become educators. As the
participants grew into adults and chose teaching as a profession or became employed in the
educational sector, their childhood experiences, both positive and negative, were never distant
memories or left behind. Instead, these experiences remained with them and assisted in shaping
and molding them as adults and as educators.
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Education as a Career Path
Collectively, the participants’ professional backgrounds ran the gambit of professional
opportunities within the field of education; however, they all shared similar feelings of being
purposeful in being an educator. For example, when asked about her choice to become a teacher,
Gloria, for whom education is a second career choice, stated:
I would say wanting to make a difference in the lives of students. I think that where
students are, that's the base of what we would call Ground Zero. That is the best place to start in
making a difference. It provides an opportunity to work within communities. Particularly
communities that we may already live in.
Throughout the desegregation implementation process, seeing schools as extensions of
their communities, enabled Gloria, as a member of the compliance team, to be very receptive to
not only hearing, but listening, to the concerns voiced by parents and community leaders related
to racial issues and noted disparities within the district. This assertion became evident as she
discussed that when parents as well as concerned community members came to garner assistance
with a problem or to make a discrimination-related complaint, Gloria viewed it as “an
opportunity for us to be a pathway for parents. Even though it may not have been a compliance
issue, we assisted in facilitating a resolution”. Additionally, she attributed the district’s success
of being released from the court’s supervision, in part, to the steadfast collective efforts of the
few leaders in the central office that she perceived to be like-minded. Gloria explained:
When you, with fidelity, honesty, and transparency embrace a court order because it is
the right thing to do, it's the moral thing to do, because you believe that all of your students
deserve a quality education regardless of their zip code, regardless of the color of their skin, then
you are going to do whatever is necessary, whatever it takes to get the job done.
64

Despite having to address resistance and other challenges and obstacles, the task at hand
was accomplished, she added:
That is why within a three-year period of time our district was able to gain partial unitary
status because we stayed the course. And while there was reluctance [from other top-level
leaders and board members], there was no reluctance on the part of the Compliance Office or on
the part of our superintendent at that time. We wanted to make sure that we were following those
[the court’s] expectations.
Based on these descriptions, it appears that by viewing the education of children as a part
of her life’s purpose, ensuring that the court’s mandated changes were implemented with fidelity
became a personal obligation for Gloria. Echoing these sentiments, Denise discussed that moral
aspects of leading the desegregation efforts:
You cannot implement any of these things if you do not have a belief system that you are
doing right for all people and the right thing for the greater good. You have to have a solid
foundation and a belief system that this is right because it's right for kids. It's going to change the
trajectory of a person’s life and generations to follow.
Like their experiences as children, as professional educators, elements of inequity
and lack of inclusiveness were somewhat evident to some participants and very noticeable for
others, particularly related to the diversity of staff members, resources, and facilities. Tabitha
explained noticing the differences in the racial compositions of staff members when visiting
various schools for workshops:
I can remember going to certain schools on the westside, and there were hardly any white
teachers. I can also remember going to some eastside schools, and I didn't see a whole lot of
minority teachers.
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Although this observation was an oddity to her, at that time, she did not connect it to any
intentional methods to isolate or segregate. She attributed it to the normalcy of how schools were
staffed or the habits of teachers to populate in schools within their personal communities. In
hindsight, she views it somewhat differently. There may not have been malicious intentions to
segregate the schools and teaching staff by race. However, at the same time, there were no
concerted meaningful efforts, on the part of the district leaders, to deliberately diversify the staff
and integrate the schools.
Previous Experiences with Desegregation in Water Creek County
Theodore, the eldest of the participants, recalled his initial interactions as an AfricanAmerican teacher with white pupils:
Well, when I started all my students were black at first. In 1967, I think, we got our first
white students and some white teachers. I will never forget that a little white girl, after being in
my class for a while, said “You all are not like they told us at all”. I just thought that was
profound. I said, “What did they tell you we were like”? I don't know what kind of impression
she had when she came there. But, I just found that fascinating that they would think we would
be any different than any other teacher.
Theodore’s comments insinuate that the white children had preconceived notions or were
told by adults that black children were different from them in some ways. However, after getting
to know Theodore and the other black peers, they made their own appraisal and found the
assertions or presumptions to be unfounded.
Adding more insight, he remarked that during his years as a teacher and an administrator
in the district, there were very few principals of color. He perceived that the district believed that
“the black people were not good enough or better than what they already had”. When asked
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about the district’s past recruitment, hiring, and promotion practices, Denise gave a similar
explanation:
African-Americans would not even apply to work in Water Creek because the perception
was that the only promotion a black person was going to get was to become a dean because
“black people are deans”. People with a master’s degree that I graduated with would never
consider applying here.
Theodore’s and Denise’s asserted perceptions are situated in a negative stereotype which
historically depicts black people as being intellectually inferior (Branch et al, 2005). For them,
the acceptance of this stereotypical belief was manifested in the district’s hiring practices as well
as the refusal to elevate minority school leaders to positions with an academic focus.
Discussing her work experience as a teacher at two of her previous schools, one
predominately white and the other mostly black, Gloria explained the glaring dissimilarities in
available resources:
The predominately white school was a brand-new building. That school had all the
resources they needed and then some. That school had so many resources that even in a storage
room were boxes and boxes of science kits, English kits, and other modern curriculum things
that could be used in the classrooms. They had a surplus.
Her experience at the predominately black school was drastically different, she explained:
I had to buy my own paper. I had to buy my own pencils. I knew there was a need for my
children to have supplies, so I purchased them. At the beginning of the school year, we got a box
of paper for the year, and to ask for anything else could almost be detrimental to not so much
your self-esteem but your emotional psychic because you should not be asking for this. You
should already have this.
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It appears that Gloria is acutely aware of the differences of the schools. With respect to
the reasons or rationale for the variances in resources, she stated, “While this may be my
assumption, the expectations of student success from central office were different for the
predominately black school.” Her descriptions of the difference of the two schools highlight the
unequal conditions and uneven practices that existed in the district’s past. Having experienced
the reality of both schools as a teacher, as a school and district leader, Gloria feels that it is
critically important to make sure that all students receive the resources and tools that they need
and deserve, especially for schools educating disadvantaged populations of students. Referencing
how the desegregation implementation process has influenced her personally, Gloria’s following
response makes this interpretation of her feelings more apparent:
Personally, the desire and the passion to move kids to their next level of excellence
becomes more urgent for me because I realized that with the stroke of a pen, I'm making a
decision about a child's future. I recognize that it's important that everything is taken into
consideration when that is done.
Delores, an African-American who grew up in Water Creek County, was an outlier
within the group of participants regarding experiencing discrimination and/or noticing areas of
inequality as a child and as teacher. When asked if she had experienced issues with racial
exclusion or discrimination as a child, she stated, “You know, I really cannot say that I did
[experience racism or discrimination]. I had an excellent experience all through elementary,
middle, and high school. Maybe that's rare, but I really cannot say that I can pinpoint one
situation.”
Mentioning that she had only attended and worked at integrated schools, she also said the
same of her experiences as a teacher. As a result of having only experienced schooling within the
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context of it being very diverse, inclusive, and accepting, Delores was naïve and/or unaware of
the racial inequalities and inequities that existed in her extended community and surroundings.
Therefore, until it was brought to her immediate attention, she did not perceive it as a problem
that needed to be addressed.
Going further in describing her experiences as a teacher, she added:
During the time that I was a classroom teacher, I think I was so much into my own four
walls making sure that everybody was doing what they were supposed…I don't think I really
thought about it. When I look back on it now, I realize how much money I personally spent in
my classroom…So, if my classroom was lacking anything, I would just make up the difference
with those resources.
Other participants expressed the same sentiments, proposing that the lack of vertical and
horizontal articulation and collaboration across schools within the district may have caused their
perceptions of any disparities to be skewed or distorted. As school-based leaders, inundated by
accountability demands, the participants reported that they hyper-focused on improving their
individual schools. Offering this point as a reason for the skewed awareness regarding the racial
indifferences, Gloria stated, “As a school-based administrator, my priority was educating the
children and attending to their needs that overwhelmingly extended beyond academics.”
As the leaders moved into positions at the higher levels of leadership, the disparities
within schools as well as the disadvantages of minority students became very clear and evident.
Their experiences or lack of experiences as children and as teachers shaped their work at the
central office. For some participants, being elevated to a position of authority meant that they
needed to use their decision-making power to correct problems that they experienced as children
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and as teachers. For others, it meant just muddling through with business as usual, recognizing
the surrounding problems; however, not challenging the normative practices of the district.
Change of Scenery Yields a Change in Viewpoint
As the leaders were elevated to various levels and positions within leadership, their
perspectives drastically changed once reaching the central office. Additionally, their viewpoints
and approach to leadership were altered. Moreover, when discussing the implementation of the
desegregation plan, in addition to having to deal with political pressures, participants consistently
discussed that they felt limited with respect to not being able to stay in tune with the needs of
schools because the central office’s habit of functioning in silos. Staying directly connected to
schools has been a persistent issue, Clarence explained:
Staying intimately connected to the schools is a real challenge. There's a gap when you
have the experience of working at the school-base level and then you go to central office. It's like
a different world. Being able to walk in and straighten up things that need to happen while
staying in touch with the needs of the schools is difficult.
Concurring with the above-noted challenge, with respect to her transition to the district
office and her perception of the disconnect between central office and the needs of students and
schools, Tabitha added, “I felt like, to be honest with you, there were a lot of people who were
managers.” Additionally, she vocalized her disdain at the level of interference that she repeatedly
observed:
I was always met the opposition of bureaucracy. It was very stifling. At the district office,
they want to do something because it's always been done that way and because it employs this
amount of people. What need to look at is at the end of the day, that employment opportunity,
that program, that practice, that endorsement from a board member, from a central office person,
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from whoever, did that yield results. No one ever wanted to check, did it yield results…There
was interference.
Clarence and Tabitha point out the challenges of leadership and some associated barriers
of change at the district level. Leaders’ efforts to make changes can be hindered by managerial
tasks, bureaucracy, and politics. Furthermore, these same elements of conflict and power
struggles may be more dominant and exacerbating when it comes to issues and decisions that pit
people’s personal and moral beliefs against each other or when, as a participant called it, “the
good old boy system” is in jeopardy of becoming defunct, as in the desegregation efforts in
Water Creek County.
In line with most participants, aware of general inequities as a child and as a teacher,
Clarence explained that at the central office level, his understanding of the scope and magnitude
of the inconsistencies, particularly related to race and socio-economic factors, intensified:
With having several minority schools with high numbers of students living in poverty,
economics plays a big role. The level of parent participation and engagement is a big challenge.
It sometimes helps elevate some schools over others because parents will have fundraisers.
Whereas, in some of the less unfortunate communities, those things don't happen.
In the absence of having the financial means, particularly within minority and high
poverty communities, some parents, due to their own personal lack of education or opportunities,
do not know how to use their social capital to help, support, or advocate for their children.
Addressing the socio-economic status factor from a different standpoint, Denise said that
getting those with decision-making authority to understand why funds and resources need to vary
from school to school is extremely problematic:

71

Going to board members who believed, and still believe, that a poor child is a poor child
is challenging. It is hard to get them to understand that having 99 % free and reduced lunch kids
at a school changes the needs of that school than having 40%. That's a totally different school
with a totally different set of needs, and that's why they need more money per child.
Similarly, Heather, divvying the issues up between race and class, had a revelation when
she moved to the district office regarding the disparities. She noted, “Some of the programs that
were available to some of our students were not available to others. And I didn't see it until I
became a central office administrator.” In giving a laundry list of differences related to programs
and facilities such as the selective admissions schools, International Bachelorette, the schoolbased theater programs, and sports complexes, she said that when the court case resurfaced, she
remembered saying to herself, “Now, I understand why Planters is so important.” Of the
facilities that were on Heather’s referenced list, minority and poor children attended the schools
with the more inferior or dilapidated facilities and the limited programs.
These combined perspectives reinforce the connections between racial disparities and
other marginalized differences such as class and language (Orfield, Frankenberg, & SiegelHawley, 2010). Additionally, Clarence explained the minimum allocation funding that is sourced
by the state and federal governments, do not enable districts to adequately support and
appropriately address the diverse needs of schools; thus, creating a politicized competition for
internal funds. Discussing how this financial tug-a-war is compounded by conflicting interests
and ulterior motivations, he noted, “As with now, politics was even more influential back then.
Some school board members were able to get certain things for their districts; whereas, others
could not.”
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When asked about his ascend to becoming the district’s first African-American
superintendent, Clarence listed his previous positions and reflected on the personal meaning of
the appointment:
At the time when I joined Water Creek County, there weren't a lot of black district
leaders. There weren't that many black principals. So, to have the opportunity to go to central
office, get that momentum going, and to represent the entire district was absolutely an
opportunity for me.
With this historical accomplishment, Clarence also felt a great sense of responsibility
particularly, to his community as well as to the students that looked like him and who came from
the same humble beginnings as he. For many years, Clarence had been the only minority leader
on the executive leadership team. Consequently, he felt obligated to use his platform to elevate
others who were qualified but were overlooked as he frequently observed during his early and
mid-career.
In reference to the reactivation of the desegregation order, regardless of their race, age,
and background, various participants alluded to specific elements regarding racial disparities
within the district, that once revealed or brought to the forefront, were very shocking and eyeopening. Discussing the district’s past practice of issuing permits, Denise explained her
amazement, “The number of students who were allowed to attend schools outside of their
attendance zones, thereby creating racially identifiable schools was very shocking.” Heather
described the district’s permit process as “a charter system before there was really such a thing as
charters”. The district’s permit system enabled parents to circumvent integration and diversity
efforts. More noticeably, it caused the district to be more segregated by race as well as by class.
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The difference in facilities was already apparent to Heather; however, she was puzzled
with respect to what happened to the district’s decades-old plans to provide equal facilities by
building identically-designed schools on each side of the river. In comparing the duplicated
schools within the district, she stated, “The district, so it seemed, at some point, was ensuring
that what was on the eastside was also on the westside. But then at some point it seemed to move
away from doing that.” Heather’s comments reflect the notion that during periods when the
federal court system laxed its involvement in directly supervising school desegregation plans,
some school systems halted their integration efforts or practices of providing equal resources to
black communities. Her comments imply that the district leaders previously gave some attention
to having equal facilities; however, her response as well as the other participants’ input, do not
speak to whether or not the Water Creek County School District ever strategically focused on
providing equitable services, resources, and opportunities for students in those communities.
Stephanie was surprised at the number of district leaders that were not aware of the fact
that the district was still busing students. She explained, “I'm not sure that folks really
understood that we were still busing students a good distance, a long distance, with the idea that
they were being sent to a better school.” Her response describes the disconnect that happens
within large systems where there is a lack of collaboration among central office departments.
Additionally, her answer highlights the presumption that one of the major strategies of
integration, mass busing, was providing black students with equal or better learning
opportunities. As Stephanie’s statement insinuates, this may not have been true in all situations
in Water Creek County.
The resurfacing of the court case stirred up different emotions for other participants. For
example, Delores, who reported that she grew up, went to school, and taught in very diverse and
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inclusive environments, stated that she was shocked and in a bit of bewilderment regarding the
exposed racial differences and problems that were evident when she transitioned to the central
office:
For me personally, I think being on the westside my whole life, I didn't even realize how
many of the schools were segregated, predominantly white or predominantly black. I had been in
a situation where there was diversity at those particular schools. I was just fortunate. So, the
assumption then becomes that every other school looks like this.
Regarding the reactivation of the court order, she continued:
I feel like maybe I was living in a bubble…As an African-American, you watch
television, and you see all of the different things that have happened in the community as it
relates to race relations. But because I've had positive experiences in my own upbringing and in
my education, I don't think I really understood how resistant people would be to having AfricanAmericans come into their environment. I remember being really shocked that in 2007 and 2008
somebody has to make you [referring to the district] do the right thing. That you have to be under
a court order in order to get it right.
Although laughter ensued after these comments, her reflective response is very telling
about varying perceptions regarding race, racism, equality, and equity. Delores, like many people
of all races and backgrounds, had never personally experienced the effects of racial prejudices,
nor had she witnessed others around her being racially discriminated against; therefore, the way
that she viewed the world within the context of race differed from others. At the same time,
equipped with the historical knowledge regarding racial problems in the country as well as her
personal morals and spiritual beliefs, her lack of experience, did not totally insulate her from
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understanding that the district’s operation of segregated schools was a morally corrupt problem,
in her opinion, that needed to be addressed.
Different from most of the participants, Theodore grew up before the more active periods
of the Civil Rights Movement when race relations were framed by hostility and violence.
Reflecting on recognizing some of the same racial ills within Water Creek School District that
were in place when he was in school over sixty-five years ago, Theodore conveyed his thoughts
of being disappointed and dissatisfied, but not in disbelief, as were some of the other
participants:
The westside has always been the stepchild of what happens in the system. I absolutely
think nothing would have been done if they were not forced to do so. Planters resurfacing was
the catalyst to getting things done. Even with the busing that took place in the 70s, their solution
as to being equitable, or whatever they might call it, was to bus all the black kids to different
schools. They didn't want to be equitable and fair. They enjoyed it being exactly as it was when
they could do what they wanted, and nobody complained. The board members thought they had
the authority to do everything.
Theodore’s response gives the appearance that in Water Creek County, black children
have historically drawn the short stick and have been slighted in terms of the allocation of the
available resources as well as the attention and focus on their specific needs. Additionally, his
comments highlight the unfortunate reality that although progress has been made, racial issues
and inequities within schooling still exist (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 2007; U.S.
Government Accountability Office, 2016; U.S. Office for Civil Rights, 2018).
Because of some participants’ immediate and personal experiences with discrimination,
racism, or inequality, the court’s directive to dismantle the unjust practices that had been
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institutionalized within the system, in all of its uncertainty and complexities, was a welcomed
challenge. For these participants, the prospect of establishing better and fair practices within the
district provoked a personal sense of urgency for them with respect to embracing the massive
change process. For others, it is evident that they perceived the changes as being important.
However, it is unclear if they understood the gravity of the court’s decision and mandates.
Engaging the participants in reflecting on their lived experiences, both personally and
professionally, provided a more focused context as they were asked to make meaning of their
experiences with carrying out the mandated changes and restructuring the school system’s
practices and policies (Begley & Johansson, 2003; Brown, 2004). Moreover, their background
and experiences proved to be critical in understanding equity-focus change at the higher levels of
leadership within the educational setting.
Theme 2: Unprepared for the Unexpected
The original Planters desegregation court order was issued in 1971. Except for the
implementation of a busing program, the court order was not addressed for several decades. As a
consequence of being out of compliance with the initial decision, Water Creek County Public
School District was judiciously directed to address inequities and disparities within the district
with respect to the following targeted areas: student assignments, inter-district transfer
procedures, administrative, faculty, and non-instructional staff assignment, resource allocations
for school equipment and materials of instruction, facilities, quality of the educational
experience, and administration/implementation/monitoring. Based on the review and analysis of
the final version of the Planters court order and related documents, Table 3 reflects specific
actions that were required for attaining unitary status.
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Table 3. Planters desegregation summary
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

STUDENT ASSIGNMENTS
Create contiguous student attendance zones and make changes to student assignments.
Devise a process to verify residency of students and discontinue the use of provisional custody and permits.
Create special attendance boundaries for magnet and special schools.
Develop a recruitment plan that aims to desegregate the existing magnet schools. Create plan that equalizes
programs, services, course offerings, facilities, and faculties at all magnet schools.
Create the following Transfer Processes (inclusive of forms): Minority-to-Minority (M to M), Tag-Along;
Academic; Magnet School, Extraordinary Circumstance
Modify procedures for the declaration of homeless/transition status.
Offer Gifted/Talented Education services at schools in which any qualifying student is registered.
High School Interscholastic Athletic eligibility shall be governed by rules of the state agency.
Create plan to increase participation of black students in the following programs: in magnet programs, gifted
study programs, Advanced Placement, honors courses, and International Baccalaureate programs.
Develop a non-discriminatory discipline policy.
INTER-DISTRICT TRANSFERS
Create Inter-district transfer policy that stipulates that transfers will not be permitted if it serves to create
more segregation within a school or if it results in a desegregated school becoming racially identifiable.
Update polices for Special Education placements.
ADMINISTRATIVE, FACULTY AND NON-INSTRUCTIONAL SUPPORT STAFF ASSIGNMENTS
Create process for the superintendent to approve all certified staff transfers.
Assign faculty for eastside schools based on the following racial composition: Not more than 94% and not
less than 78% white teachers, and not more than 20% and not less than 4% percent black teachers. Assign
faculty for westside schools based on the following racial composition: Not more than 76% and not less than
56% white teachers, and not more than 40% and not less than 20% percent black teachers.
Assign classified personnel at schools on the eastside and westside in proportion to the total number of white
and black classified personnel presently employed with a deviation of 20%.
Develop policy to encourage the recruitment and retention of black certified educators.
RESOURCE ALLOCATIONS FOR SCHOOL EQUIPMENT AND MATERIALS OF
INSTRUCTION
Develop and implement a resource allocation plan based on per pupil ration.
Develop a process for financial and spending approval by the superintendent.
Develop monitoring process for school base spending and budgeting.
FACILITIES:
Conduct a comprehensive facilities assessment and prioritize the needs.
QUALITY OF THE EDUCATIONAL EXPERIENCE
Create a process that ensures equal assignment of certified teaching staff on a percentage basis.
Create a process that ensures equal assignment of teaching staff with post graduate degrees and/or
specialized certification on a percentage basis.
Review and update current drop-out prevention policy to include preventive counseling, follow-up services,
special course review, and compilation of year drop-out statistical data.
ADMINISTRATION/IMPLEMENTATION/MONITORING
Appoint an employee to monitor the implementation process.
Submit monthly reports to inform the court monitor’s annual reports.

The change process resulting from the revival of the desegregation case was externally
forced and unanticipated. Challenges are not uncommon with any large-scale change, planned or
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unplanned (Bolman & Deal, 2007; 2017; Fullan, 2012; Marshak & Bushe, 2018). However,
impacting almost every part of schooling and organizational functioning, the district, in many
aspects, was unprepared for the change and challenges ahead of them. Theme 2 describes the
implementation challenges experienced by the district leaders as they attempted to develop,
execute, and monitor the orders of the court.
A Little “Unknown” Black History Fact
Whether as a result of their personal experiences, their working knowledge of the history
of race in schools, or the resurfacing of the court order, the leaders conceded that the district had
a problem with race and inequalities that needed to be addressed. However, there were additional
layers of underlying issues at play— stakeholders, internally and externally, were either clueless
to the fact that the district was still segregated or knew but did not care to address the matter.
All participants admittingly stated that, at the time that the matter resurfaced, they had
very little to no knowledge about the Planters case or the fact that the district was operating dual
systems. Beyond the busing in the district as well as the race-based hiring practices, participants
were unfamiliar with any strategies employed by the district to address racial inequalities and
inequities within the school system. Busing, a commonly used desegregation tool, was a more
simplistic way for the district to have on record that they were attempting to integrate the
schools; however; for some participants, busing was unfavorable because it was very costly,
inconvenienced families, and limited students’ abilities to participate in various activities.
Tabitha noted that as a principal she did not realize how far her students were being bussed to
school. Because of the distance and time, her black students who were bused to school were
unable to participate in after school programs and tutoring. Their parents seldomly came to
events because of the distance and their work schedules. Other participants viewed the futility of
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busing from a different perspective. In their opinion, African-American students were
transported to various schools across the district, many of which did not offer better educational
programs and opportunities. Additionally, attention was not given to the specific needs of the
students and schools.
The district, prior to the Planters case reemerging, used a race-based formula to staff
schools. Twenty percent of a school’s staff was supposed to be comprised of black teachers and
the remaining eighty percent by white teachers. During recruitment fairs, job openings were
advertised based on race in the form of color-coded dots. In discussing the district’s attempt to
balance races within the teaching staff, the “dots” at job fair, Denise explained:
[The dots] determined what color teacher a principal could higher. Principals might have
five openings. With that, the principal would have either three yellow dots and maybe
two blue dots. That would let the person interviewing and the principal know that you're
looking for three white people and two black people.
Besides the “dots”, she added, “The district never said the word Planters. We never knew what it
was about. As principals, we just knew that we had to make sure that our schools were racially
diverse with the dots”.
This unchallenged hiring structure, which was a district-wide practice until 2008,
appeared to be in place as a means of doing the bare minimum to address the concerns and
regulations related to diversifying the teaching staff within the district. It did not give attention to
the quality or skill set of the teachers or educational needs, particularly of black students.
Moreover, it was a system that was easily manipulated as principals only had to attempt to make
efforts to hire teachers of various races at the job fair. After the job fair, the school-based leaders
were left to their own volitions which perpetuated the habit of the schools having a lack of
80

diversity in staffing. Furthermore, minority and poverty dominant schools were staffed, in part,
with unexperienced and/or sub-par teachers.
Speaking to this matter regarding the lack of diversity in staffing as well as the perceived
motives in the hiring process, Delores stated:
I don't think that there was any malicious intent on the part of any one individual to say,
“I'm going to staff my school all white, or I'm going to staff my school all black”. I think
that in the interview process, people meet and interview. Then, they make a hiring
decision [based on who the felt was the best candidate for the position].
Delores felt that principals were not intentionally or strategically hiring only all black teachers or
all white teachers. However, she questioned if they made any concerted efforts to diversify their
staff or if they even intrinsically valued diversity in hiring as being very vital. Delores’s latter
concern is akin to empirical research which concludes that although a convincing body of work
has justified the need to have a diverse teaching staff and despite the changing demographics of
schools across the nation, some educational leaders still do not value diversity in schools. Thus,
they have a very global understanding of diversity and lack the efficacy needed to address related
issues and concerns (Young, Madsen, & Young, 2010).
Other participants’ memories of this practice reflect the fact that decades after integration
became the law, remnants of racially disparaging constructs remained deeply entrenched within
the school system. Referencing the “dot system”, Gloria expressed having feelings of being very
uncomfortable, “Although, I had only read about it, I felt that I had walked into something that
was right outside of the Civil Rights Movement.” For her, this practice evoked feelings of being
oppressed because it mirrored historical portrayals of the periods in history when blacks were
viewed as being a substandard class of people. She also explained that teachers were never given
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an explanation regarding the reasons that this practice was in place; therefore, there was a
heightened level of uneasiness for the teachers, along with the principals, surrounding this racebased hiring practice. These types of archaic and racially insensitive structures were very evident
in some aspects of schooling within the district and very subtle in others.
When asked about whether the segregation of the system’s schools was well known,
Clarence explained, “I would say it was known, but I think at the district leadership level. No one
wanted to broach that conversation.” Remembering a specific conversation with the board
attorney where, as a novice executive leadership team member, he suggested looking at the
demographic formulas for student and staff assignments, Clarence added:
I said, you know, we really need to go back, and revisit that old issue because Water
Creek’s demographics are different. We're still operating with something that's 40-50
years old [referring to the racial composition formula], and there's something wrong with
that. They did not want to touch it. They thought going into investigating it further would
make the situation terribly bad. You know, I did bring it up another time, but no one did
anything about it. No one wanted to start talking about what needed to happen to cure the
problem.
Clarence offers a unique perspective regarding possible reasons the desegregation plan stayed
dormant and/or defunct for several decades as he was the only African-American administrator
within the executive leadership team and was privy to conversations and experiences that other
participants did not have. From his viewpoint, the leaders at the top-level of the district
intentionally neglected to address the racial imbalance and inequity within the school system
because doing so would require them to make massive changes that they cared not to make.
Additionally, consistent with other participants’ thoughts, Clarence comments indicate that the
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leaders were comfortable with the status quo and did not want to alter or modify how the district
was functioning.
According to Gloria, some people in power were knowledgeable about the district’s
segregation status; however, they were not compelled to address the matter. From her
perspective, prior to the reactivation of the court order, which resulted from a grant application
being denied because the district did not have unitary status, it was not mutually beneficial to
them. When asked if the school board members were aware that the district was operating
segregated schools, Theodore gave his perspective:
Yes, of course they knew. They had no reason to make changes to address the issues.
They also didn't care because nobody was making any fuss about it. So that's why it went
dormant for 42 years. The kids that were being bused here and there were black kids, and
nobody really said, “hey, why are we not moving the kids into their communities”.
Adding to this conjecture, Denise described the district as being very polarized across racial and
class lines. With respect to cause of the prior inaction related to the segregated system, she
offered her personal hypothesis regarding the busing efforts and the “dot system” by stating,
“The people with the ‘power of the pen’ or ‘the powers that be’, thought that it was okay to
dangle a little something to these underserved communities and they'll be okay.” These
combined assumptions point to assertations regarding race and interest-convergence. According
to Bell (1980), the powerful, rich, and well-connected will not seek to embrace equity and
equality unless it advances their causes or serves their interests.
With respect to their lack of the historical knowledge about the unsettled desegregation
court mandates, the participants’ expressed shortcomings proved to be a major hindrance to the
implementation process. It also highlights the notion that understanding the historical context of
83

an equity-based change is critical. In the absence of a strong understanding of history, Brown
(2004) warns, “people make decisions based on a truncated knowledge base” (p. 91).
Furthermore, the participants’ lack of experience with leading this type of change initiative was
equally restrictive.
Building the Plane While Flying It
Of the participants’ remembrance, this type of massive change initiative was the first of
its kind in most recent decades. In addition to not having a historical point of reference, the
leaders discussed how they had limited experience with implementing race-based policies as well
as massive changes that were not directly related to instructional programs and/or technical
functions of the school system.
When asked about the development of the actual plan, none of the participants were able
to give a definitive answer regarding its creation or the developers of the plan. They offered
guesstimates related to the key people being involved such as the attorneys, the superintendent,
and possibly, some of the superintendent’s cabinet members. However, they were not certain.
Similarly, when asked questions related to the selection and the reasoning behind the designated
plan, participants were unable to elicit a well-informed response. Although these leaders were
charged with the task of implementing the policy, they were not given access to the development
stages. This was concerning for several participants.
Stephanie noted:
This was a policy that impacted the whole district. All central-based leaders should have
been involved or at least made aware of the plan. I'm not sure in a district this size, what
needs to be done to improve communication, but that's still a problem that we deal with. I
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don't know if it's because physically the district has two different offices, but we tend to
operate in silos.
Gloria concurred regarding having a strong knowledge base and being involved in the
development of the plan:
I think it would have been extremely beneficial. I could have maybe been more vocal
because I understand it now. I think it's important to have people with a strong
knowledge base that are willing to articulate the concerns without any repercussions and
to make sure that the various stakeholders maintain the roles that they should have… So,
I think there were a lot of things that could have been done differently if the person that
was in charge had a stronger knowledge base.
In many instances district leaders, as well as school leaders, were unaware of all of the
procedures, rules, and regulations. Therefore, at times they were unable to recognize if a process
was not being followed correctly or if a certain practice was allowable. For example, students
were assigned to specific attendance zones and only certain types of transfers and custody
accommodations were permitted. However, in addition to being uncertain about the attendance
boundaries, school leaders, as well as some district leaders, were not well versed in procedures
related to transfers and custody matters. This resulted in students being improperly registered or
caused a delay in students entering school due to their address and documentation having to be
verified.
Theodore, the compliance officer, who was responsible for monitoring the district’s
implementation process, echoed these sentiments. From his perspective, the district leaders were
placed at a disadvantage in not being directly involved in the development stages. He added that
the attorneys were mostly in charge of the development of the plan. He expressed that educators
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with knowledge of the district needed to be directly involved in the creation of the plan.
Theodore’s take on the matter drives home a grievance of educators across the country regarding
the authority and influence of external entities on educational decisions and policies, particularly
in reference to the local context (Cohen & Spillane, 1992; Fowler, 2000; Spillane, Reiser, &
Reimer, 2002).
Moreover, with respect to the updated Planters desegregation plan, academics and
curriculum were elements that the participants had the least knowledge to share and discuss.
Cementing Theodore’s point further, progress with respect to academics or “the quality of
education” component of the plan was noted in every monitor’s report as being inconclusive or a
work in progress. In his documentation, the court monitor consistently described the widening
achievement gap between black and white students within the district as being very complex,
impacted by multiple factors, and indicative of a trend across most large urban school districts.
Additionally, beyond developing specialized schools, magnet programs, and staffing schools
with certified teachers with graduate degrees, the desegregation plan did not include specific
strategies or plans to address academic achievement and growth of students being impacted by
the changes. The plan’s disconnection to academics and lack of focus on learning outcomes was
a concern voiced by the participants who were involved directly and indirectly with the academic
components of the plan.
Consequently, by not being intimately involved in the development phases of the plan,
most participants possessed a very general and broad understanding of the plan and the
associated goals. Additionally, for most of the district leaders, the details of how and the reasons
why the case resurfaced were very indistinct. However, Gloria, who reported directly to the
superintendent’s office, and Denise, who was the self-proclaimed problem wrangler for the
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district, were the exceptions. When queried, both participants were able to systematically
articulate and reconstruct their understanding regarding the backstory of the court case’s
reactivation.
It is worth noting, for these two participants, it appears that their knowledge base may
have been limited initially regarding the historical context of the plan as well as the procedural
and policy aspects; however, based on their interactions and the passion they exuded when
discussing the process, it appears that they took the initiative to fill in those gaps with respect to
having a lack of knowledge and a lack of information. It is unclear if this assumption can be
made for all participants which speaks to the possible need for attention being given to
knowledge and capacity building within the various levels of leadership at the central office.
In comparison to other school districts, Water Creek County is unique with respect to its
demographic makeup, diversity in learning needs, and geographic location. According to the
participants, the district’s distinct characteristics complicated the process. As a consequence,
there were no available models to follow or use as a springboard. Although the district staff
members consulted with a neighboring school system regarding desegregation monitoring forms,
the participants said that they had very little guidance during the process. Having an exemplar or
model to pattern after would have been extremely beneficial, Delores stated:
It may have made the work easier or may have focused us, instead of this sort of “on-thejob training”. Had we collaborated with people who have actually gone through the
process, it would have given us more information on how to do this work better and
faster.
Denise noted that while district leaders received a variety of trainings on implementing various
types of academic programs, implementing large-scale change such as the Planters plan was
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unchartered territory. The new required knowledge and skills needed to implement the changes
associated with the court mandates were self-taught. Denise explained, “In the sense of how to
help the community understand and help your employees understand that this is for the good of
the entire district, that part of training did not happen. That was definitely self-learning.” She
added that the process was a learning curve for everyone, including the superintendent.
Offering a similar description, Gloria conceptualized the district’s lack of preparedness
and lack of guidance as being impactful at the school-building level. She stated:
I don't think you can have one meeting and people understand. The way that the plan was
rolled out was really through emails and through certain departments being given a
directive to do certain things. I think some issues came about because we were building
the ship as we were sailing it. When things manifested and when there were
inconsistencies, many times, it resulted from the lack of communication or not knowing
what to do.
All participants described the process in very similar terms. Their descriptive accounts of
“building the plane while flying it” support concerns that central office administrators’ lack of
capacity with implementing and leading large-scale policy changes negatively impact the
achievement of desired outcomes (Honig, 2003; Honig & Hatch, 2004). In the absence of having
a strong command of the implementation process, the participants relied heavily on the change
efforts being monitored and supervised by internal mechanisms as well as through the court
system. Additionally, they perceived that without these controlling factions, very little progress
would have been achieved as various stakeholders frequently attempted to undermine the change
process related to the execution of the court order.
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Monitoring is Essential
The implementation of the court order was directly supervised by an external courtappointed monitor. Additionally, the superintendent appointed an internal administrator to
monitor the district’s affairs related to compliance with the mandates. Several participants
referenced the superintendent’s forethought to establish the district’s Compliance Office and
appoint a compliance officer as one of the most consequential actions related to the district being
released from the court’s supervision within a two to three-year time span. From their
perspective, the district, particularly leaders from within and board members, required a direct
level of force and monitoring in undoing past practices. Regarding the monitoring and the
Compliance Office as essential, Heather expressed her thoughts:
It was absolutely necessary, in my opinion. The Compliance Office was established to
ensure that everything was done fairly and that we were adhering to the consent order. I
don't know how you operate without it. In these types of cases, I think you need that
oversight.
Regarding building trust and support from the community and parents, Heather added, “I think
there was some distrust. I think when executed properly, you can have the transparency that
taxpayers deserve. The monitoring through the Compliance Office allowed for the district to
have a transparent process in place”. Discussing the selective admission schools and the need for
monitoring, Tabitha said, “I felt like if we would not have had this, I don't know that these
schools would have not been, to be honest with you, all white.” The purpose of the monitoring
through the Compliance Office, Gloria explained:
[The purpose of the monitoring] was to ensure that departments were reporting what was
going on in their department as it pertains to the expectations of the court order. With this
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information, the compliance officer could discern whether or not we were moving
forward, going backwards, or just stagnant as it pertains to unitary status.
With respect to the selection of the Compliance Officer, the participating district leaders
felt that this type of supervisory work required a special skill set, attitude, and character that
would enable the person to make consistent, fair, and impartial decisions. After a thorough and
thoughtful search, Theodore was selected and appointed to the position. Several participants
commented on Theodore’s appointment as the compliance officer, all agreeing that because of
his moral character, educational background, and historical knowledge of the community, he was
the right choice for job. Additionally, he was respected by the board members and the district
employees. Besides being held in high esteem by his former colleagues, Theodore was a good
choice for children and for the community. Denise added:
He had the personality where, “I don't give a damn” what you say. This is how it's going
to be. Basically, if you wanted to fire him, so what, he was already retired. It was like a
win-win for the black community when Mr. Theodore became the compliance officer.
You would have thought that Martin Luther King had just given the I Have a Dream
Speech again. We thought, “now Water Creek will finally start doing the right thing”. It
was crazy. Yes, we were so very happy when that happened. And parents were happy
because they didn't have a place to go to if they felt their child was being targeted or had
a problem.
While Denise describes how Theodore was accepted and welcomed by the black community and
families, this was not the case for all stakeholders internally or externally. Some school board
members, although on the surface or in the public view professed that they respected and
welcomed Theodore, their actions said differently as they tried to evade his authority as well as
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the orders of the court at every turn. Additionally, his decisions were met with indignation by
some parents and school employees as they were accustomed to doing things one way or use to
getting what they wanted.
Referencing numerous accounts of resistance against the plan and changes, all
participants perceived the monitoring through internal and external forces, then and now, as
being urgently necessary. The participants’ fixation on the need to have an extensive level of
monitoring, specifically of internal stakeholders, foreshadows the amount of work that still needs
to happen in pushing the district as well as the district leaders toward an equity-centered agenda.
Technical and procedural elements can be controlled and monitored; however, in order
for the change to be authentic and sustainable, there must be a shift in values, beliefs, and
mindsets coupled with new thinking and new policies. An about-face-change in personal
perspectives or a transformation of people’s hearts of this magnitude is noted as being one of the
most undervalued elements of early integration efforts (Oakes, 2015). Additionally, this caliber
of change requires a high degree of commitment to acting and making decisions in good faith.
In Good Faith vs. Compliance
Historically, in desegregation litigation, “in good faith” refers to acting with good
intentions in order to gain unitary status (Dudziak, 1987; Goldring & Smrekar, 2002). These
actions are free of ulterior motives and extend beyond the basic levels of being compliant.
Throughout each monitor’s report, the element of “good faith” was referenced. The reports
consistently concluded that the superintendent, along with most of her immediate staff members,
including the leaders in the Compliance Office, were attempting to implement the court-ordered
plan with fidelity. However, the intentions of other district-level leaders and board members
were unclear and/or questionable. In viewing the annual reports, the court monitor frequently
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documented concerns related to the board members’ “good faith” efforts, noting their consistent
interference in prohibited areas such as hiring, staffing, and student assignments.
When questioned about the intentions of key district level actors, mixed responses were
given on the topic. Some participants thought that there was an overall genuine commitment to
the process within the district. Heather explained that she did not think it was an arbitrary
process. In describing her perception regarding the sense of urgency that was created to obtain
unitary status, she noted:
It was a lot of work, and I believe in education, you have a sense of wanting to reach your
goal. I guess it’s like that in any other profession as well, but we're very focused on
meeting objectives and goals. It's what we do. I mean, I can't speak for everybody. But I
know I did. I believe the district went to court and it was basically, you need to do this. It
must be done. And here's a deadline… So, there was definitely movement. There wasn't
anybody, at least where I was, that wanted to drag our feet with it.
When implementing the plan, Heather views that the district created a sense of urgency.
However, her explanation yields a lingering question: Urgency around what? She perceives that
because the district leaders put systems in place and held people’s feet to the fire that this equates
to them working with good intentions with obtaining unitary status and ensuring that students
received an equitable education. A few other participants were of the same mind frame.
However, in discussing her experiences in working directly in the Compliance Office, Gloria
offered a different perspective regarding internal leaders’ earnestness and their resolve to
expeditiously address the matter. She explained:
The perception, for most, but not all, at the central office was that, “we just need to wait
for 3 years and then it will be over with. So, we'll do what you say we need to do in
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theory and not necessary, maybe not even in action”. The actions were not from the heart.
The actions were not with the intention to effect change within the district. The actions
were to get through three years, gain unitary status, and revert back to doing whatever
they wanted to do.
Assessing the matter, Stephanie said:
I think the administrators who were responsible for designing and implementing the plan
truly wanted to develop a fair plan. And yes, to correct those inequities there may have
been. However, some people in schools or even in central office felt like, “We just got to
take this. Let's just do what we got to do to get through it”. But I think that the people
who were responsible were truly invested.
Denise questioned some of the district leaderships’ motives. She described going into the
community to canvas the neighborhoods and other community outreach initiatives. In doing so,
she stated:
It was another one of those things where, were we really doing it because we believe this
is the right thing to do or we were really doing it because, look, we need to check this off
and get from under this. It doesn’t matter which way it gets done.
She went further:
Most school board members and district leaders wanted to jump through the hoops. They
wanted to know which hoops they needed to jump through to gain unitary status. [They
wanted to know] what lie did they need to tell.
Heather’s viewpoint juxtaposed to the other noted opinions render conflicting impressions. These
opposing understandings deepen the concerns noted in the court documents related to “good
faith” efforts. If Gloria’s assertions are accepted, this would mean that the entire process may
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have been for naught. At the same time, if Heather’s viewpoint is taken at face value, one may
assume that some district leaders conceptualized and believed that the primary goal of the entire
process was to gain unitary status, not really looking beyond the technical components towards
the grander goals of ensuring equality and equity with the school district.
Even with good intentions, there were misunderstandings related to the goals of the entire
process. Some of the participants referred to Planters in the past tense. Reasons of the verb tense
usage, as well as its frequency, was solicited from the few participates that referred to the scope
of the Planters case as being presently in place or evolving. Their responses allude to the
common misconceptions and misunderstandings shared mainly by internal stakeholders: Planters
is over. Some district and school leaders believe that the changes and rules that were
implemented as a result of the resurfaced court order only needed to be abided by for the threeyear timeframe or until the district was released from the supervision of the court. This pattern of
thought may be directly linked to any current reversion back to past practices within the district.
While some internal stakeholders believe these assumptions regarding the nullification of
the rules and regulations to be true, others hold different opinions regarding the longevity of the
changes accompanying the desegregation implementation process. Addressing this point, Gloria
expressed her concerning thoughts:
Well, Planters is the law. It was not over in 3 years. It's never over. We may have
achieved unitary status, but what's important to recognize is why did we achieve it.
Because if we don't continue to do the things that got us to this point and navigated us
through the path to unitary status, we will revert back to where we were…to a divided
school system of “haves and have nots” … of black and white…that will and can
definitely happen.
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To keep a pulse on the execution of the desegregation order and plan, the superintendent
created the Planters Task Force which was comprised of internal and external stakeholders such
as parents, district-level administrators, business partners, faith-based leaders, and community
activists. Many of the community representatives were former district administrators. The task
force’s primary functions were to hold the district accountable for making “good faith efforts”
with the implementation process as well as to serve as a liaison between the district and the
community.
In light of some school officials viewing the changes as being temporary, Denise shared
that the task force was critical to sustaining the changes, to the extent possible:
I believe that the Planters Task Force’s purpose was to make sure we leveraged the time
under the order. We were under the court order to make sure that equity was going to be
something that was sustained and was not going to just be a pivot but a turning point.
Additionally, Denise explained that the retired African-American district leaders who served on
the committee provided a cover for many practicing teachers and central office administrators in
being able to voice concerns related to the racial prejudices and problems within the district.
Concerned about their job security, many black employees were reluctant to speak up or say
anything disparaging about the district and the school system leaders. At the same time, they felt
personally conflicted in not doing so. The taskforce members assisted in bearing the brunt of that
responsibility for them, alleviating some of the retaliatory-related concerns of some black
employees, especially district-level leaders who did not agree with some of the unjust practices
and decisions.
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The participants also expressed that prior to this point, parents and community members
had no active voice or role in education within the district. Tabatha discussed her experiences
with attending some of the town hall meetings held by the taskforce:
I got to hear what some of their concerns were and what they [African-American parents]
really wanted for their children. It was eye opening because I don't think at any time other
than me having a parent meeting [as a principal] that I ever heard what they felt they
wanted other than what was being provided. So, it was a way for me to really understand
my community better. It was the way for me to understand the people who we served
which is what we do… I think that somethings were inequities and other things were
miscommunicated items…Maybe we needed to communicate better as a district to let all
parents know what was being provided to all students. They felt like their children didn't
get the same opportunities as white children.
The school district’s resistance or lack of efforts to engage parents and the community in
decision making processes mirrors what has traditionally been the pattern with respect to
educational policy implementation— unless required, district leaders do not seek input from the
community-at-large (Honig, 2003). The advisory committee was welcomed by some and
shunned by others. This new and heightened level of involvement from the community and
public sector intensified the already politically cloaked process.
Politics in Policy Implementation
Politics is a common element in any decision-making process that centers on the
distribution of scant resources while balancing contradicting interests (Bolman & Deal, 2007;
2017). The infestation of politics is deeply engrained within educational issues and policy
changes at every internal organizational level as well as at the local, state, and federal levels of
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governance (Galey, 2015; Marsh & Wohlstetter, 2013; Reimer, 2015). The desegregation
implementation process in Water Creek County replicates an equivalent depiction of this
concept.
Politics within the school district, specifically related to the involvement of school board
leaders, constantly surfaced in the interchanges with the participants, as well as within every
court monitor’s report that was reviewed. Within one examined report, the monitor noted that the
board members “let it be known that they were not governed by the consent order that was
approved by the court”. In reflecting on the commonality of inappropriate meddling in hiring
practices, board members are typically addressed through state authorities or accreditation
regulations; however, in reference to Water Creek County board members’ interference, the
monitor warned that the district officials were committing a federal violation, and more
importantly, placing the district’s unitary status in jeopardy. To no avail, the interference
continued until more direct conversations were held. At various points, in an effort to eliminate
political meddling, threats of court interventions were warranted. Discussing the school board
members, Gloria noted:
The board members were initially addressed by the superintendent. The federal court
monitor, while he spoke to the assistant superintendents, he also spoke to the board, for
lack of a better term, to give them a “reality check”. The offer to escort the board
members that were interfering to the judge’s chamber was made.
Adding to this, Theodore begrudgingly noted that most of his time, energy, and efforts was
consumed with preventing board members from circumventing the structures and systems that
were put in place to correct the unfair and oppressive practices existing within the district.
However, some of their efforts were defeated as unlike any other employee, he did not answer to
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the school board members. Furthermore, reporting directly and solely to the superintendent,
Theodore had a great deal of latitude and decision-making authority given to him by the court.
Several participants, if not all, perceived that board members were not advocates of the
plan or the court’s involvement because their ability to manipulate administrative processes and
procedures, such as hiring family members or securing personally connected contract deals, was
under great scrutiny. At the same time, policies and practices that they established with their
governing power were being autopsied which could reveal their personal prejudices related to
race or other relating factors.
The descriptions of the board members’ continuous misconduct and their willingness to
usurp the authority of the court gets to the heart of the argument that while board members’
priorities should be centered on their responsibility to govern and to have oversight within
making best decisions for children, many have strayed away from these functions (Reimer,
2015). Instead, school boards have been consumed by political motivations. Additionally, the
board’s direct defiance and unwillingness to let the implementation process take its natural
course, free of their interference, brings into question their personal viewpoints regarding the
value of equity, equality, diversity, and inclusion.
The political complications were not isolated to the behavior and inappropriate actions of
the district’s governing board. Of particular concern, informally labeled and formally
documented as a major distraction to the implementation process, was the controversy
surrounding the investigation of the admissions process for the selective admissions schools. The
selective admissions school model was created as a tool to desegregate and diversify schools.
However, other inappropriate mediating factors and actions arose resulting in a lengthy and
energy-consuming investigation.
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The initial reports of corruption with the admission process catapulted into several
complaints related to scores being mixed up, parents not being notified of their children’s results,
and other discrepancies. The vast majority of the grievances came from parents of AfricanAmerican children. This revelation of possible racially biased actions was not received well. The
investigation was met with ire, causing tension and rifts between various stakeholders.
Additionally, it became the focus point of several contentious board meetings and media
coverage.
The scandal weakened the public’s trust regarding the district’s efforts to unite
stakeholders, diversify the schools, and correct past missteps. For some parents and community
members, district leaders’ handling of the investigation did not appear to be above-board and
transparent. In multiple news articles, parents, community members, and teachers criticized the
handling of the investigation. More specifically, at a board meeting, a key Planters Taskforce
member cautioned that the central office leaders’ inappropriate involvement in the investigation
endangered the district’s ability to reach unitary status. She also warned them that, if need be, the
community groups would see to it that further actions were taken. This was not an idle threat.
Judicial involvement and supervision of the investigation was requested.
Considering the discriminatory-based accusations, the federal court intervened and
conducted a separate assessment of the issue. The investigation concluded that while the majority
of the discrepancies negatively impacted minority students, there was no evidence that the errors
were connected to racial motives. Instead, the problems were attributed to a flawed inconsistent
uncontrolled testing process. Therefore, the application, testing, and selection processes were
removed from the control of the schools, redesigned, and became a function or duty of the
central office administrators. The court’s findings and the district’s establishment of new
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admission procedures did nothing to soothe people’s uneasiness and distrust, especially for black
families and community members. The participants reported that questions around the
conspiracy of the process still exists. Consequently, the lack of trust in conjunction with the
racial divisiveness among the various communities impeded stakeholders’ willingness to
embrace the changes that the district leaders were trying to implement.
Water Creek County, like many school districts, used racial balancing in combination
with offering choices through specialty schools to assist in their desegregation efforts. While
some of the programs such as magnet schools increased diversity in student populations, others
did the opposite. For example, the formation of the selective admissions schools created more
segregation within the school district as they are labeled as being “racially identifiable”. They
predominately serve white students of middle to upper class socio-economic statuses. The
specialty schools in Water Creek County mirror the research pertaining to the drawbacks of
choice options in integration efforts, which shows that these structures do assist in diversifying
schools; however, the process is often monopolized by more affluent families, leaving secondhand options for impoverished minority families (Frankenberg, 2014).
Dealing with the political aspect of the implementation process was an uphill battle for
the participants that, at times, spiraled beyond their control as evidenced by the school board
members’ inappropriate intrusions and the scandal related to the selective admissions process.
The central office administrators were accustomed to “the political showboating of board
members”; however, for the first time, parents and community members were involved in
schooling decisions, adding an extra layer of complications. These combined accounts stress the
complexity that school leaders encounter with juggling competing demands and political
pressures (Orfield & Frankenburg, 2014).
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More specifically, the problems experienced by the participants with navigating this
political terrain is indicative of the challenges district leaders encounter when balancing
opposing values and interests as well as mediating complex relationships. With most of their
background being in leading top-down policy changes related to academic programs and logisticlike initiatives, managing the political cross-sector partnerships within the desegregation process
was a new phenomenon for the district leaders for which they had little experience (Honig,
2013). At the core of schools in which stakeholders authentically aim to increase diversity,
inclusiveness, openness, and impartiality is the element of trust (Howard, 2007). The politics
embedded within the policy change efforts of desegregating the school system proved to be
problematic and limiting with respect to building trust around the entire implementation process;
thus, causing resistance on every front.
Resistance: An Outgrowth of Fear & Lack of Information
Resistance to change is commonplace (Malopinsky & Osman, 2006). According to the
participants, there was noticeable resistance against their change efforts. For a variety of reasons,
the resistance to change came from every direction and every organizational level.
Some participants, such as Delores, connected the resistance to fear— fear of losing
power, fear of the unknown or unfamiliar, and general fear of their inability to adapt to change.
In balancing the two targeted races of staff members, teachers were directly impacted by having
to move schools, and in some cases, were transferred to the other side of the district. Augmenting
Delores’s viewpoint on reservations and misgivings, Denise concluded that some political actors
prayed on people’s fears. Giving an example related to staffing changes and transfers, she noted:
We were going to use magnet programs to try to attract students. We needed to do some
boundary changes in some places to fix some of the issues…People who were very anti101

Planters always operated on folks’ fears. So, they immediately went to the employees and
we're like, “Yeah, now you're going to have to work on the westside because you have
master’s degrees”.
Based on the review of the court documents, this claim was far from being totally accurate. The
racial balancing that was required under the updated court order was the same or very similar
practice as the previously utilized “dot system”; however, this new procedure was strictly
adhered to and could not be purposely overlooked by principals when make hiring decisions as
the hiring process was closely monitored and documented.
Therefore, fearful of being transferred to the westside of the river, many teachers,
supported by the teacher’s union, rebelled against the process. Some teachers did not want to
move because they were settled in their careers and/or were very committed and connected to
their school community. However, this was not the case for most teachers who fought against the
changes. Refusing to move to the side of district that they perceived as being inferior or not
wanting to teach “those kids”, the district experienced a large exodus of teachers. Explaining the
teachers’ decisions to flee the district, Heather voiced being sympathetic to their plight, and to
some degree, expressed being regretful about her required staffing decisions:
The process is necessary. Yet, we looked at teachers on paper as far as your race and your
certification... We didn't look at what they brought to the table… what clubs they
sponsored… what after school activities they were willing to be a part of… It's the quota
or the target that had to be met.
Although she understood that some teachers were resisting the changes based on negative biases
and prejudices, she felt very strongly about employees having choice, she explained, “That was
difficult… I do believe that people need to be where they want to be because they will be more
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productive…That doesn't mean that everybody should get what they want, but I do believe in
choice.” She knew that it was required of her in her capacity as a district leader; however,
personally it was uncomfortable, and professionally, she was not in favor of transferring and
hiring teachers based on their race because she felt that the process “removed the human from
Human Resources”. Despite having a philosophical difference of opinion, she stated that she
complied and followed all directives.
Empathetic towards the teachers having to be suddenly uprooted, Denise pushed back
with a different perspective stating that losing teachers was an unplanned outcome of the change
efforts; however, she questionably professed:
Losing employees because they felt they didn't have a choice in where they would teach,
I think was an unintended consequence that could certainly be taken as a negative. But
then again, if you have someone who leaves because they don't want to teach a certain
group [of students]. Did we lose?
Adding to this description of resisting mindsets within the teaching force, Tabitha stated that
most of the resistance came from the eastside of the river. In addition to not wanting to teach
particular subgroups of students or at specific schools that they deemed to be subpar, some
teachers shunned the idea of magnet school programs with specialized curriculum. Viewing their
skill set as being superior, some white teachers on the eastside thought that it was unfair for them
to have to relocate or learn new strategies to address the shortcomings of the students and
schools.
The teachers’ resistive actions, whether based on their personal prejudices, lack of
willingness to be flexible, or preconceptions and deficit thinking regarding students of the
opposite race, were counterproductive to the work that needed to be done in correcting the racial
103

inequities as well as addressing the academic achievement gap between pockets of students
within the district. Additionally, these descriptive examples offered by the participants are key to
understanding that when people fear that they are being stripped of their power, their influence is
being threatened, or they are being required to make an unwanted or uncomfortable change, they
will seek to sabotage or hamper the change efforts in overt as well as indirect ways (Bolman &
Deal, 2007; 2017). All participants felt this to be true for the school board members and for some
district-level leaders.
School boards members’ resistance was very evident as they publicly vocalized their
disdain for the required mandates. Tabitha gave the following assessment of some board
members’ attitudes toward the changes:
Some board members were very resistant to change. They were used to dictating who
goes where and they just felt like it was their school district, so they ought to have control
over who goes there and who does whatever in that area.
As previously discussed, board members’ resistance and refusal to abide by the new regulations
got the attention of the court on several occasions. With past practices, some board members
were accustomed to manipulating countless aspects of the system to their advantage as well as
placating their constituents. Alluding to this point, Clarence stated:
The board attempted to have influence. The board members were highly engaged in a lot
of things and personal matters such as contracts in terms of what buildings got what.
There was pushback… Many of them did not like it.
Having to constantly coerce the board members into complying with the court order, it
was difficult for the participants to gain buy-in from various stakeholders because the top-level
members of leadership, particularly the board members, were not whole heartedly on-board with
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the changes. During times of complex and contentious transformations, strong leadership in
governance is essential; however, instead of serving as a conduit for the community, it appears
that Water Creek’s school board members incited more confusion and distinction within the
sectors of families and internal stakeholders (Reimer, 2015).
Following the example of board members, parents were not eager to adapt to the required
changes. The decision to change attendance zones and move students to other schools was
difficult for parents to accept. Stephanie, who oversaw redrawing the attendance zones,
described the process as being very complicated because a change in demographics at one school
started a domino chain of necessary modifications at another school. Additionally, having a very
transient population was problematic. This was a recurring obstacle. Empathizing with them as
well as noting that in many instances parents were not concerned about the bigger picture of the
change efforts, Stephanie stated, “Changing the attendance zones was very disruptive. Parents
are really only concerned about how it's going to affect their children, and I understand that they
don't like change.” However, she considered the decision to change the attendance zones to be
very beneficial because it allowed for students to go to schools closer to their homes and reduced
overcrowding at some schools. Additionally, the attendance zone changes revealed the number
of students living outside of their designated school districts. When mailing out approximately
40,000 letters regarding the changes, over 10,000 letters were returned to the district.
Unable to rely on the convenience of being connected to their board members or having
the freedom to use a permit or other transfers, parents tried to cling to old habits of providing
false addresses and giving domiciliary custody to relatives who lived in the desired attendance
zones. It became such a large issue that investigators were hired to make home visits. According
to Theodore, these parents had good intentions regarding wanting what they perceived as being a
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better education for their children, but their methods were totally inappropriate and were not
accepted or allowed by the Compliance Office.
Most parents started to abide by the regulations; however, to no effect, some persistently
tried to get their way. Theodore thought that a particular sector of parents was more difficult to
engage with than others. Describing the parents from the selective admissions schools, he
mentioned, “Those parents they make a lot of noise. They expect a lot and they feel privileged.
They are a rare breed.” According to participants, of all groups of parents, these parents
experienced the biggest challenge with respect to orienting to the new changes because they were
accustomed to petitioning their board members for their wants and desires in exchange for their
support, influence, and connections.
At the school building level, principals and staff members went to great lengths to
prevent or delay certain students from registering. The Compliance Office fielded numerous
complaints, chiefly from black families regarding their maltreatment at schools during
registration. Consequently, several principals were called in and reprimanded by the
superintendent for their unfitting behavior or inaptness with respect to holding their staff
members accountable for the implementation process and treating all families with human
decency. More concerning, similar inappropriate behaviors, attitudes, and actions were
frequently observed at district headquarters.
Internally, at the central office, Gloria surmised that resistance manifested in the form of
key district-level leaders not having a sense of urgency regarding the process. During the initial
year of implementing the plan, they failed to complete required tasks and mandated reports that
were to be submitted to the district’s Compliance Office as well as to the court monitor. The
court monitor had to be very persistent with his expectations concerning the administrative tasks
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and reports, at times having very strict and forceful conversations with top-level district leaders
regarding their resistance to the process as well as their teams’ derelict of duty. Adding to this,
Denise discussed that one of the most challenging aspects of managing the resistance was having
to address lateral-level colleagues along with her superiors:
When those people are in a supervisory capacity and have mentored you through the
years, I think the level of respect was there enough. Thankfully, it never diminished the
working relationships, but it kind of opens your eyes to “okay, like you really feel this
way”.
The revelation of Denise’s colleagues’ honest unfiltered perspectives regarding race gave her
pause. Furthermore, Denise’s standpoint reveals that personal morals and values are irrelevant
and/or go unnoticed with most implementation and change processes that focus strictly on
academics or other administrative purposes. However, this type of change associated with
desegregating the school district was different. It required decisions to be grounded in personal
belief systems. In doing so, people’s true feelings, personal bigotries, and conflicting
philosophies were brought to light.
Less emotionally and morally involved, other participants related the resistance to lack of
information and communication. Commenting on the resistance and the absence of information
with respect to parents, Delores explained:
Having more information would have elevated parents’ understanding of this whole
change process...With any change, the fear comes in the unknown. So, the more
information I have about what I'm about to undertake, the better my comprehension, the
more receptive I am to it. The more I don't know about it, the more I resist it because I
don't have enough information on either side of the fence to make me feel comfortable.
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There was a consensus among most participants regarding feeling as though parents and internal
stakeholders did not understand the change or that it was communicated in a way that made it
challenging for them to grasp the information; hence, they were not open to considering or
embracing the changes. In this sense, it appears that the district leaders’ lack of information and
knowledge directly impacted other stakeholder’s ability to understand the change as well as their
ability to be a support mechanism; therefore, as Delores explained, the push back was endless.
As a result of the magnitude and weight of the resistance from all entities, the court case
became a buzz word as well as the designated rationale for any problems or conflict within the
district. Students who were rezoned to other schools were coined as the “Planters kids”.
Additionally, teachers that were transferred because of the restructuring of schools were referred
to as the “Planters teachers”. Even the most minute problems were associated to the Planters
case, Denise described, “The Planters people are saying this and that. I mean you could say like,
okay, recess is being cut short. It's probably Planters. Everything that was negative was blamed
on Planters.” Detailing a more demeaning connotation, Gloria added:
Several principals did not embrace the fact that they had new kids. They actually called
them “Planters kids”. When test scores came in or if the principals thought that the
culture or the climate of their school was changing for the negative, it was because of the
students that were within the new attendance zones… The kids were not embraced. It was
a problem. It was a negative.
In reflecting on this negative overtone being directly connected to children of color, some
participants perceived the phrase to be equally offensive as or synonymous to using a racial
epithet. For them, it was expressed with a very belittling and derogatory tone. It was very
concerning as this became the growing habit of various stakeholders, even district-level leaders
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and school officials. These examples underscore the disappointing reality that within schooling,
prejudgments are placed on students based on their race, socio-economic status, and other
factors. Unfortunately, this type of stereotypical and deficit-driven thinking yields damaging
implications for the most vulnerable groups of students (Parks & Kennedy, 2007).
Desegregating a large multi-structured school system such as Water Creek County
School District is a complex responsibility that requires major shifts in the culture of the entire
organization; thus, causing power dynamics to be changed and uprooting customary and fixed
ways of conducting business (Bolman & Deal, 2007; 2017). Influenced by social viewpoints,
personal biases, and normative ideologies, existing structures and individuals resist change
(Bolman & Deal, 2007; Spillane, Reiser, & Reimer, 2002).
Opposition to the district-level leaders’ efforts to integrate the school district and comply
with the court order did not come from one direction or from a singular group of individuals.
Instead it was multi-dimensional, overlapping, and interconnected causing a ripple effect of
negative influences internally as well as externally (Lorenzi, & Riley, 2000; Smollan, 2011).
Across the board, the participants collectively described being equipped with only one specific
tool or strategy for handling and/or counteracting the massive resistance— threats of punitive
recourse.
Generally speaking, it is evident that the participants were able to identify the reasons
why and how individuals and groups resisted the change related to the desegregation policies and
mandates, which is key (Malopinsky & Osman, 2006; Recardo, 1995). However, not fully
understanding the internal organizational dynamics as well as lacking the necessary skill sets and
strategies to balance internal and external competing conflicts, they were handicapped with
respect to being able to address the complexed, forced changes and the accompanying rebellious
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actions and attitudes (Lorenzi & Riley, 2000). Thus, for the participants, managing the resistance
alone was the most complicated aspect of the implementation process. The challenges and issues,
as described by these district leaders, reinforce the belief that organizations, including institutes
of learning, must build capacity with respect to managing planned as well as unplanned change,
solidifying effective practices that are already in place, sustaining change initiatives, and being
prepared for multi-dimensional resistance to transformation efforts (Meyer & Stensaker, 2006).
Theme 3: Capacity & Structure at the Top
Change that impacts the entire system, requires a collaborative hands-on approach from
district-level administrators, especially policy changes that aim to have long term influences
(Honig, 2006). To achieve the necessary and required changes within the district, the
implementation of the desegregation mandate required intense involvement from the districtlevel leaders with respect to galvanizing the efforts of internal and external stakeholders.
Being directly involved in the massive undertaking of desegregating a school system the
size of Water Creek, in addition to its accompanying demographic and socio-economic
differences, the district leaders expressed how the process has altered the way they view their
capacity to lead massive systemic change, individually and collectively at the central office.
Theme 3 reflects the participants’ joint perceptions, lessons learned regarding the role of central
office-based leadership in leading change, and the support, structures, and skill sets needed to
support these efforts.
A Strong Knowledge Base: Educating vs. Informing
As frequently noted, change is a complicated process; however, knowledge and clear
information assist in minimizing the complications and difficulty of the change process (Honig,
2006). Gloria noted that the majority of the desegregation plan’s new procedures and regulations
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were communicated via second and third parties as well as through electronic communications.
Not being directly involved in the development or planning processes, the information given to
the district leaders was rationed and piecemealed; therefore, at times, other stakeholders received
incomplete and disjointed information. Fullan (2012) warns that distributing information and
knowledge in this manner leads to resistance and opposition to change. This concept was evident
in the case of the district leaders who were tasked with desegregating Water Creek County
School District.
The participants expressed that during the implementation phases it appeared that the lack
of information impacted the acceptance of the different changes. Most of the changes in the
desegregation plan were dictated by specific race-based guidelines from the original decades-old
court case which only addressed disparities between black and white students. Not being
thoroughly informed or made privy to this information, participants said some white parents as
well as individuals of other races could not comprehend why they were excluded from
consideration with respect to certain decisions. Clarence stated that he felt that white parents felt
that they were “put at a disadvantage, cheated, or that they were losing ground a bit”. When
asked if she perceived that non-black individuals thought that changes were being made that did
not benefit them, Delores explained her of assessment of their receptions of the changes in the
following way:
I do. I think that in some cases people felt like the school and the way that they knew it
and understood it to be historically and traditionally was changing right before their eyes,
and they were powerless to stop it… And some people just wanted to maintain the status
quo.
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Similarly, according to other participants, the parents felt that in order to correct the issues with
one race, the other races were “slighted or not given as much attention”. Additionally, the
participants added that some black parents were concerned and bothered by the redistricting
process. For them, having to uproot their children to another school was disruptive and
unnecessary. The concerns raised by non-Black parents or other individuals and their reluctance
to embrace the changes, as reported by the participants, are consistent with organizational change
literature which contends that when faced with change, in comparing the various possible
outcomes, individuals will assess the individual impact as well as their personal treatment during
the process (Armenakis & Harris, 2002; Bolman & Deal, 2007; 2017; Smollan, 2011). This
assessment determines the reactions and responses to the change.
Most participants agreed that the available information was limiting with respect to the
thoroughness of it; however, at the same time, an abundance of material was thrown at parents in
a revolving manner within a short timeframe. Denise shared that the district leaders, in
collaboration with the Planters Task Force, over communicated to the external stakeholders,
including parents and community members. However, as Stephanie noted, despite employing
various strategies to provide information about the changes and the variety of programs being
offered, families, particularly African-Americans, did not take full advantage of the various
opportunities.
At the time when the case resurfaced, the participants said that they attributed the
resistance and mediocre level of usage of the new programs to not having enough information
available or parents’ dissatisfaction of the process. However, in reflecting back on how the
desegregation plan was rolled out and executed and comparing it to the varied challenges,
obstacles, and problems encountered, most participants pointed to a key factor that they did not
112

recognize or understand at that time. The participants perceived that while they made laborious
efforts to inform internal and external stakeholders, they did little to educate them. In their
opinion, equipping parents with the knowledge regarding the purposes and benefits of the
different specialized programs would have assisted them in being more proactive with regards to
selecting the best educational options for their children. Educating all families and communities
on the historical relevance, as well as the rationale for the controversial changes and decisions,
may have aided the parents who felt that they were being placed at a disadvantage or felt
excluded. Moreover, the participants felt that in addition to motivating the external stakeholders
to visualize the process and changes in a better light, having a rationale may have inspired them
to be more open, tolerant, and adaptive to the changes.
In addition to the general information that was distributed, participants said that staff
members and principals needed specific targeted education, training, and development regarding
the change process. However, that did not happen according to the participants. Explaining this
necessity within the context of adapting to change, Denise advised:
Schools needed support in being able to accept teachers coming to their school that may
have been placed there versus something that they opted to do and having to receive
students who may have had their permits revoked. So, now they've got these group of
families at their school that they need to make feel welcomed and feel that this is a good
place for their kids. Like, how do you adjust and embrace that kind of change.
She went on to say that teachers and principals needed more knowledge and skill building with
addressing and implementing change, specifically related to diversity, inclusion, and cultural
differences. Building upon this concept of the need to build capacity for change at the school
building level, Tabitha added that the district’s failure to concentrate on race and the cultural
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aspects related to the learning environment was problematic. With the changing demographics
and added pressures to desegregate and diversify the schools, the plan’s lack of focus on cultural
sensitivity and culturally relevant pedagogy was concerning to Tabitha as well as other
participants.
The desire for knowledge-building applied to the district-leaders as well. From their
perspective, being schooled on the background, policies, procedures, strategies to address
resistance, and how to manage the changing internal dynamics of the district, would have
prevented them from having to totally “build the ship and sail it” at the same time. Moreover,
possessing the right types of knowledge frames may have compelled more leaders to act more
urgently. Being very active in the implementation process was a learning experience that
exposed her to different and better ways of addressing change, particularly equity-centered
change that is externally dictated and unplanned, Gloria explained:
I now have a wealth of knowledge about refining the process as you continue to move
toward your goal of equity…being able to prioritize the expectations and the goals and
continuously revisiting those goals… having conversations regarding where we're going
and the difference we will make in the lives of students… and being able to articulate that
to all stakeholders.
The other participants expressed being enlightened in very congruent ways.
Change can be unstable and unpredictable; therefore, orienting the organization as well as
external supporting actors to new learning is chief (Fullan, 2012). The participants give the
impression that they now understand, especially in the age of technological innovations, that
providing all stakeholders with as much information as possible is essential; however,
thoroughly educating families, community members, key internal actors, and themselves on the
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changes, inclusive of history and future implications, is of the upmost importance. Additionally,
they recognize that having a stronger knowledge base enables them as district-level leaders to be
more effective messengers, skilled at empowering others to have a collective voice while
simultaneously harnessing and controlling the message.
Control the Message
Many transformation efforts fall flat because of leaders’ failure to hone in on the
significance and imperativeness of communicating a consistent tightly-woven message of change
(Armenakis, & Harris, 2002). During the process of executing the court order, a disconnect
existed between the district leaders’ communication and stakeholders’ understanding of the
process and goals of the plan. Referencing the plan, associated goals, and required changes, the
participants described their various attempts to communicate and get the message out to all
parties. For example, they hosted town hall meetings, canvased neighborhoods, held faculty
meetings, advertised on the radio, mailed out literature, and posted pertinent information on the
district’s web page.
Although there was a strong public relations campaign that focused on distributing
information en masse, the district leaders perceived that they missed the mark with respect to
communicating the purpose and goals of the plan to a segment of key stakeholders— the
teaching force. Labeling communication to the teachers and school-based staff members as a
major failure, Denise elaborated on the matter:
I don't think we took care of the people here in the district to explain that we're doing this
for a better Water Creek. We’re not doing this for a better East Water Creek or a lesser
West Water Creek…I don't think that message was there.
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Denise alleged that having this type of messaging may have prevented more teachers from
leaving the district. Along the same lines, other participants explained that for the teachers who
stayed in the district, despite having initial reservations and feelings of being resentful, they
came to understand the relevance and importance of the changes as well as realizing that their
fears and preconceptions about teaching certain students or at different schools were grounded in
faulty information and personal fallacies. The participants also voiced similar concerns with
respect to families and community members.
Like Denise, in hindsight, other participants also connected the implementation
challenges and barriers directly to a branding issue. Clarifying these thoughts, Gloria explained:
Identifying the Planters court order as a “must-do” instead of “a need to” played a major
part in [people’s] attitudes. Attitudes toward Planters, attitudes toward compliance,
attitudes toward the changes that were coming forth, and the refusal, in some cases, to
embrace it unless there was the possibility of punitive recourse.
Gloria’s declarations are supported by the responses given by most participants throughout the
various series of interviews. The leaders communicated the purpose and rationale for the change
in terms of it being a requirement or a legal constraint. Subsequently, when challenged or met
with resistance, punitive and castigatory consequences were frequently highlighted or used as a
threat.
With regards to gaining momentum and securing buy-in from families and the
community-at-large, the central office administrators were in competition with other factions of
stakeholders besides the school board members for the first time. The Planters Task Force had a
strong presence in the community. Additionally, there were also other small pockets of quasicommunity activist groups. According to Denise, the micro groups served an instrumental role
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with being liaisons between the district and the community; however, at times they attempted to
use their influence to promote causes unrelated to the goals of the desegregation plan. Describing
the dynamics of these groups when interacting with them at the various community meetings,
she stated:
So, you have people with self-interest there. We were supposed to be one task force, but
you have the true Planters people [the original plaintiffs in the case] who now call
themselves Friends of Planters. You have the Philippians Group [another community
group]. You have the pastors. You have the business community. Everybody had their
own interests.
Denise explained that because of the various concealed motives and demands, the meetings
became increasingly contentious and divisive. At times, the compliance officer had to step in to
redirect the groups back to their collective overriding purpose. However, that did little to prevent
them from carrying their own personally-crafted message back to the individuals who looked to
them for direction and guidance. In addition to the various community groups, there was a
conglomerate of general naysayers who had the ear of both internal and external stakeholders.
Therefore, a variety of goals and objectives as well as other conspiracy ideas circulated within
the school district and throughout the community. The participants indicated that this caused an
“us-against-them” mentality. The participants were encouraged by the level of community
engagement. However, in looking back on it now, the inconsistencies in the stakeholders’
understanding of the process and goals are credited, in part, to the district leaders’ failure to
control their own message.
When implementing massive change initiatives, top-level leaders must systematically
articulate clear and compelling visions and goals. Their collective change message will
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determine if stakeholders will ready themselves in support, or if they will rally together to thwart
the efforts (Armenakis, & Harris, 2002; Bolman & Deal, 2006; Fullan, 2012). The concerning
viewpoints shared by the participants regarding their experience with communicating the
intentions of the desegregation plan makes this claim valid and evident.
In reflecting on the district’s communication of the vision and goals of the desegregation
plan and process, the participants alluded to some very significant take-aways regarding leading
large-scale systemic change. Success and sustainability are predicated on the change message
and the slant in which it is communicated. Even when change is involuntary, leaders must resist
the urge to deliver a message that is centered in fear, mandates, and consequences. This tactic
results in opposition, defiance, and division. Instead, branding the organizational change as an
opportunity to collectively grow and improve can increase internal and external stakeholders’
propensity to embrace the change efforts. Additionally, utilizing the expertise, resourcefulness,
and savvy of parents, community members, and business leaders is very impactful and highly
encouraged. However, in order for the change to move forward, district-level leaders must
collaboratively stand in the gap, leading and consistently guiding the established change message
which can be complicated, burdensome, and overwhelming (Armenakis, & Harris, 2002).
Therefore, operating in silos or doing this important work in isolation can compromise the
effectiveness and longevity of the change efforts.
Operating in Silos
The traditional pattern of work in public school central offices occurs in silos; however,
this disconnecting practice leaves many system-wide and school-based needs unattended or
unmet (Honig, 2013). In addition to their lack of knowledge and insufficient experience in
implementing race-based mandates and massive change initiatives, participants perceived that
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the challenges and obstacles they experienced with the implementation process were aggravated
by a dearth of collaboration and communication within the central office. They voiced that there
was limited collaboration and dialogue amongst themselves, the other key district-level
departments, their supervisors, the attorneys, and the court system. Stephanie, who was solely in
charge of the demography aspect of redrawing the attendance zones, explained:
I was only a small piece of the puzzle. It was much larger than my involvement. Even
now having gone through the experience, I don't think I have the knowledge to
implement a plan single-handedly. I think it would have been beneficial if all
stakeholders were brought to the table to collaborate, to get some background
information and professional development, and to be given a timeline. Many things, for
reasons that I don't know, took more time to accomplish than they should have.
Therefore, in some cases, we were racing against a deadline.
In not working collaboratively and inclusively during the implementation process, the various
teams made decisions that were counterproductive to each other and the overall plan. For
example, Tabitha shared that academic and instructional leaders were not involved in the
recruitment and selection of the leadership and teaching staff when the magnet schools were
established. This was problematic as these schools needed educators with specific skill sets or at
least the willingness and desire to learn the specialized curriculum and/or techniques of the
designated programs. Furthermore, there was no collaborative forethought given to the
organizational structures of these schools as the specialized magnets schools were developed at
the elementary level with no plans for upward matriculation through establishing feeder schools.
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Regarding the identification of racial disparities and inconsistencies within the district
during the implementation process, Delores discussed the insulated work habits of central office
administrators:
There were noticeable differences between the schools on the eastside and westside…
The eastside was almost like a white system. And the westside was like a black system. I
was kind of clueless to that or to how much of it was really taking place because I was in
my silo.
Delores explained that she worked in her own “little condo” and had few opportunities to
collaborate with other colleagues within and outside of her office. Therefore, she was oblivious
to the equity-related issues of all schools as well as the discriminatory practices within other
departments. In focusing solely on her assigned schools in conjunction with viewing things
through the lens of her own personal background and experiences, Delores could not fathom the
breadth and depth of the racial problems and conditions within the district. Additionally, the
disconnect within the central office disproportionately gave her a false sense of progress within
the district. Delores shared, “I was just thinking that as a district we were doing a very good job
with diversity, and then I realized that we really were not.” As a parent and as an educator,
Delores’s new level of consciousness regarding the magnitude in which racial imbalances and
injustices penetrated through the school system was disappointing to her.
The participants were very transparent in sharing that the disjointed functioning of central
office has been a persistent debilitating issue for the district. Expanding on the point, Tabitha
offered the following clarification:
I think what has been happening for a long time is that we became one big organization,
but we had little shifts and still we struggled with silos. So, as we got new
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superintendents with new people, the silos continued. Efforts were made not to silo, [with
each new superintendent] … We would look different, but we were acting the same.
Despite efforts to halt this way of functioning, there are still limited instances where district-level
leaders consistently strategize in terms of vertical and horizontal collaborative efforts. The
participants perceived that this habit negatively impacts how policies and directives are carried
out and executed at the school-building level. Additionally, the problem with the lack of
collaboration and coherence within the district’s headquarters is not an anomaly; however, the
magnitude of the changes associated with desegregating the large school district, made it more
pronounced.
Conventionally, the role of central office administrators has imitated a managerial or
supervisory-type position. However, with current focus on strategic and targeted academic
district support of schools as well as the need to address a range of complex system-wide change
efforts, district-level leaders must abandon this institutionalized norm of operating in silos
(Honig, 2013). The participating district leaders from Water Creek County voiced that this is an
ongoing problem that they have yet to tackle or adequately address. It became a more visible
issue when they were working to desegregate the school system and has left them collectively
dumbfounded regarding how to correct the problem or improve this aspect of district
functioning. For this reason, they were not able to discuss in detail or give specific input on ways
to address or rectify this growing concern. Nevertheless, the examples that they shared regarding
decisions being made in isolation lead to and support various claims regarding the challenges and
deficiencies observed by district leaders with transforming school systems. Additionally, their
experiences with operating in this manner yield strong implications concerning the sustainability
of major changes of the desegregation plan as well as large-scale change efforts in general.
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Sustainability: The Succession of Progress
Change is a continuous cycle of learning and knowledge-building; however, after being
enacted, the transformation efforts must be self-sustaining (Burnes & By, 2012). Sustaining
change while moving the system onward, takes an inordinate amount of effort and commitment
from all stakeholders, especially top-level leaders. At the intersection of the perceived problems,
challenges, and obstacles experienced during the process of desegregating the school district are
the participants’ articulated concerns related to sustaining the transformation efforts.
The participants were very confident throughout each stage of the interview process;
however, there was a heightened level of conviction when discussing concerns regarding the
longevity of the desegregation plan’s changes. Discussing the district’s attempt to offer cultural
sensitivity training, Theodore stated that several pockets of internal stakeholders were typically
giving “lip service” to the importance of the changes. The professional development on diversity
and tolerance had very little impact on some district-level leaders’ attitudes, he explained:
I had the feeling that when people left that they felt like, “I'm not going to pay any
attention to that”. When you dealt with them on other issues, you still had that group that
had it in their mind, “I'm going to do it my way and you will just have to check me when
I do it”. But, I don't think it was effective the way the training was done. It must be
something that's consistent… just a part of the district's fabric. If we are not consistent
and don't do it all the time, it's going to fall apart, and we’ll be right back where we were
before.
He said the same of other district employees such as some principals and teachers. Theodore
perceived that even in the initial phases of the changes, there were already inklings that people,
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including internal top-level district leaders, were not sincere with their intentions and did not
value the cultural and diversity focus of the changes.
The district contracted a nationally-renowned consultant to offer yearly professional
development on topics related to racisms, diversity, and Civil Rights laws. Central office staff
members also facilitated a few informational sessions that focused on reviewing rules,
procedures, and consequences for not following the court order. Schools and departments
selected a few representatives to attend the trainings and meetings. In return, the individuals were
responsible for turn-keying the trainings back at their respective campuses and offices. Theodore
felt that the training was unproductive and ineffective. Simply stated, he thought that “it did
nothing for them”, especially for some central office administrators.
Theodore’s viewpoints were on par with other participants’ perceptions. In their opinion,
this was not the most operative way to conduct a much-needed professional learning experience.
For them, attending a single informational session was insufficient in light of the mandated
changes and the necessary shifts in belief systems that needed to happen. Additionally, Theodore
insinuated that the single training did not result in improved attitudes towards the desegregation
changes, acceptance of differences, and treatment of others. The participants’ impressions are
akin to beliefs that training concentrating primarily on awareness or the need for diversity, has
little effect on changing the culture of schools and school districts; therefore, leaders at each
organization level need training and support in creating more inclusive environments as well as
addressing resistance to accepting diversity-centered shifts and changes (Young, Madsen, &
Young, 2010).
Almost all participants regarded the resurfacing of the court case as a “turning point” for
the district. Illuminating this point, Delores shared:
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I think when it first started, we were taking people and trying to get them to a certain
point. It really started with getting in compliance with the law… Over time as those
things started to happen, we were chipping away at the fears that maybe people had about
their school system and what's going to happen… But, then it got implemented. I think
people started to have a broader understanding that “you know what, this is really just the
right thing to do”. People’s initial response to it was that we had to get in line with what
the court was requiring us to do. Then it morphed over time into more people being
brought on board… People have just grown, matured, elevated, and understand that
diversity is just where we are.
Delores explained that after people’s fears subsided, the district as a whole experienced a mind
shift or changeover in its stance on doing things because it was required versus doing things
because it is morally appropriate. According to her, most people moved away from focusing on
their individual beliefs and attempted to adopt the perspective that the change was good for the
overall betterment of the students, the school system, and society. Delores perceived that the
required change forced the district and the leaders to move in an unexpected different direction.
Clarence referenced the metamorphosis that took place specifically at the district office.
For him, the changes forced district-level leaders to reorient their views and practices in a way
that made them acknowledge the bigger picture: the district and the surrounding communities
were changing. The necessary deep-rooted change needed to be initiated at the top-levels, he
explained:
The district leaders had to see what was happening in the district and the school
community… Not just within our school district, but in the other counties as well… And
how the composition of our county was changing. They found out that we were no longer
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a bedrock community. We were turning toward being more of an urban school district in
many instances.
To Clarence’s point, school districts across the country are observing rapid changes in their
schools very similar to the shifts that Water Creek County has experienced within the last
decade, particularly related to race, culture, linguistics, and class. However, adapting to these
changes proves to be challenging as many school districts are unprepared and/or have
stigmatized these differences a being negative and problematic (Howard, 2007).
Additionally, Clarence explained that the updated court order was a “turning point”
because it required the district to recreate new practices and transform their way of conducting
day-to-day operations. Giving what he considered to be a prime example, Clarence discussed one
of the major cornerstones in the change process, the transferring, promoting, and hiring of
minority leaders:
That was one issue where the whole paradigm of what leadership should look like in the
district had to be readjusted. I mean the fact that we needed leaders at the school that
basically represented the community of which they were serving was huge.
Clarence explained that prior to the case returning to the forefront of the district’s and public’s
attention, diversifying leadership and the teaching force was a minimally discussed issue or was
never put on the table for consideration. This change did not sit well with all higher ups;
however, being uneager participants, the district leaders got on board because they were coerced
and enticed by threats of consequences. This was the opinion of most participants. Regarding
various functions of the district, they purported that equity, equality, diversity, and inclusion
were not on the radar of leaders at the central office and especially school board members. From
most participants’ perspective, the reactivation forced the district to take a necessary detour into
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to unchartered territories with respect to establishing more just practices and cultivating a more
inclusive educational environment.
With respect to the “turning point” concept, Denise viewed the desegregation process and
the accompanying changes differently. She perceived that the court case was not a “turning
point” for the district. Instead, she conceptualized it as being a “pivot”. When probed to explain
this construct further, Denise encapsulated her viewpoint in the following terms:
I think we may have done a pivot and made some changes, but I don't necessarily know if
they were long-lasting and are still being done today… I think it's like a pivot from doing
things the same old way by disregarding underserved populations.
Comparing this movement or lack of movement synonymously to a dance move, she continued:
You have a choice of whether you want to go full fledge in one direction, or you can hop
back to your other foot. So, I think it would be a turning point if we had really done a turn
and did not to go back to some of the practices that we had before… I called it a pivot
because you still had that one leg ready to go back to business as usual.
While the semantics may be debatable, all participants overwhelmingly voiced concerns about
their ability to sustain the changes and the willingness or desire of the district as whole to do so.
Denise’s analogy exemplifies the main worries expressed by all participants regarding key
stakeholders’ adoptions of previously held beliefs and attitudes as well the system’s inclination
toward reverting back to institutionalized disparaging past practices and behaviors.
Participants stated that the district has already started to move away from being in line
with the court order with respect to some aspects such as hiring procedures and other equity
related practices. Denise, who was cautious in labeling the updated court order as a “turning
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point” for the district, and instead, referred to it as a “pivot”, highlighted these concerns in giving
the following response related to diversity in staffing:
We are supposed to be monitoring it [mandates of the final settlement agreement]. We
still give reports, but now principals have the autonomy to make these hires. We soon
started to see the shift back to the faculties not being diverse. It doesn't take much.
December is going to be here soon enough, and I'm going to start getting Christmas
cards. We’ll have all white faculties and all black faculties on the pictures.
With less monitoring in place, Denise perceived that the past practices were reappearing more in
that now if a school has a black principal it is likely that the staff is predominately black and the
same is true for a white principal and staff. In concluding her thoughts on the topic, she simply
stated, “In just seven short years…we went back to our old ways.” When discussing the
sustainability of the changes, several participants mentioned staffing as a major concern
regarding past practices. And, like Denise, they all attributed the backwards shifts regarding
diversifying the teaching force to the lack of direct supervision and the autonomy of schoolbased administrators. Additionally, the participants feared that the problem would metastasize
and erode the progress that has been made in other areas thus far.
When asked for a rationale regarding the district’s backsliding on these critical matters,
the participants consistently pointed to two keys factors: the lack of direct supervision and the
culture of the district office. These concepts were woven through each interview question related
to worries about the district retreating to old ways and being unable to maintain the changes as
well as not improving or making more progress. Describing the participants’ collective feelings,
Gloria noted:
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I think after unitary status things have changed for the better in that the expectations
became policy and procedure. I think if that had not been done, we would have reverted
to a dual system. In some areas, I think things have not changed but the question is not
whether they have changed, but if they have not changed, why and what do we do now?
How do we move forward and how do we get stakeholders to have conversations around
this?
Particularly, in the absence of direct court supervision and more relaxed internal monitoring
structures, the rhetorical questions posed by Gloria were common curiosities of all participants.
In part, they were able to offer some suggestions and/or answers to her former question. For
example, adding on to her own personal apprehensions, Gloria stated that going through the
process has strengthened her ability to identify necessary actions and behaviors that need to be
solidly in place in order to lead, manage, and sustain change. Connecting the desegregation
efforts to a learning process or cycle, she explained:
I have obtained a wealth of knowledge regarding interpersonal relationships, protocols
being established, the manner in which those protocols should be communicated,
developing timelines, and giving people all of the information, but at the same time,
chunking it in terms of time.
Other participants highlighted Gloria’s latter points regarding chunking the change into more
manageable parts as a necessity to sustain the transformation. They believe that dissecting the
required actions into various parts and pieces would make the abundant amount of information
more palatable and easier to digest. Additionally, the action steps appeared to move at a warped
speed. Participants perceived that these aspects may have contributed to various stakeholders’
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inability to grasp the totality of the changes as well as the reasons that some old behaviors,
attitudes, and actions are resettling back in the district or never dissipated.
For Heather, shouldering the responsibility of sustaining the changes and equity-based
practices cannot be the sole duty of district-level leaders. Discussing the need for internal and
external advocacy in addition to direct monitoring, Heather stated:
I don't think [monitoring] is the end all be all. I think you have to have active community
members and parents who were willing to take a look at what the board is passing. They
are the policy makers, and we need to dig deeper to make sure that what is being
approved is equitable.
Elements of Gloria’s and Heather’s responses, which reflect the consensus of the larger group of
participants, are aligned to literature regarding sustainable change and self-sustaining
transformations (Burnes & By, 2012; Fullan 2012).
The participants reported that the district has experienced some regression with respect to
the desegregation changes which is very concerning for them. For example, campuses are
becoming more segregated in student populations and staffs are becoming less diverse. The
participants recognized the general elements of what is required for change to be incessantly
sustained as well as self-sustaining; however, as district leaders, they were unclear as to how to
orchestrate or put those best practices into action in a meaningful and impactful way, especially
within the context of their changing student demographics. In addition to their lack of skill, they
attributed the noticeable backwards movement to the culture of central office, its structure, and
absence of direct monitoring. Additionally, they perceived that the design of the overall plan as
well as the components that concentrate on diversity and inclusion awareness may have
attributed to the stainability of the transformation efforts being limited. Even in the absence of
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direct supervision from external entities, practices must be frequently calibrated, inspected, and
adjusted to ensure that the system is not only sustaining changes, but that it is moving forward
and improving experiences for students and schools. The participants’ shared experiences bring
attention to that fact that in addition to leading and sustaining change efforts, which are arduous
responsibilities, district-level leaders play an integral role in ensuring equitable outcomes
(Burnes & By, 2012).
As stated by Fullan (2012), the determining factor of successful sustainable change is
whether the organization and those in line of authority learn from their experiences; however, for
this to occur, learning and education for all stakeholders must be a priority. Therefore,
communication and collaboration are imperative. It is not good enough for those in positions of
power to collaborate amongst themselves. Instead, they must recognize the utility in building
capacity across the organization as well as fostering community relationships and establishing
external alliances (Fullan, 2012).
Having gone through the process, gained the experience, and been educated regarding
desegregating a large urban school district, the participants feel more confident in their abilities
to lead this type of large-scale change. Each leader’s retrospective responses indicate a need to
rethink the structure, organization, and capacity of leadership at the central office level. The
participants appeared to be reflective practitioners as they were able to transfer their experiences
with implementing the desegregation court order to other aspects of their job responsibilities and
change initiatives. Additionally, although at times very reserved and guarded, most participants
engaged in open honest dialogue regarding the district’s journey with the implementation of the
Planters court order as well as the district’s progress and lack of progress toward ensuring equity
for all students within the district.
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Theme 4: Force – A Prelude to a System-wide Focus on Equity
A multitude of factors can prevent, hinder, and hamper efforts to implement change,
especially change that seeks to correct systematic injustices (Wallace, 2000). The participants in
this study consistently categorized the desegregation implementation process as being difficult,
complex, and very demanding. As an unplanned forced change, the entire district was thrown
into a state of chaos and confusion. Consuming various resources, time, and energy, as evidenced
by the participants’ shared experiences, this process was plagued with challenges, barriers, and
set-backs related to the implementation of the mandated plan.
Change can be disruptive and dysfunctional; however, in the same vein, is it through
experiencing and navigating the change that improvement and refinement can ensue (Fullan,
2012). In the face of the many challenges experienced, in conjunction with their personal
viewpoints, the participants collectively viewed the actions associated with the desegregation
decree as decisions and changes that were in the best interest of students and education within
the district. Theme 4 reveals the leaders’ insights regarding the school system’s
accomplishments as well as the global influence and far-reaching impact of the implementation
of the court order on the district as it relates to equality, diversity, equity, and inclusion.
Shedding a Light: The 3 A’s
Racism and racial disparities have been and continue to be a common problem in
education in the United States (Lhamon, 2014; Talbert-Johnson, 2000; U.S. Government
Accountability Office, 2016; Office of Civil Rights, 2018). Although racial injustices and
inequities are widely known and accepted as deep-rooted issues, many continue to turn a blind
eye with respect to addressing this complex pervading problem (McCall, 2005). However,
awareness and acknowledgement are paramount (Carter, Skiba, Arredondo, & Pollock, 2017).
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When questioned about the significance and possible benefits of the resurfaced court order and
the forced changes, awareness, acknowledgement, and action, were transcending concepts that
all participants interchangeably referenced.
As previously discussed, the participants noted that the district’s operation of segregated
schools was not well-known to most employees below the top executive level of leadership;
however, the issues of race and racial disparities were commonplace but unaddressed. Several
participants reported that the rebirth of the court case, “shed a light” on the district’s problems
with race. Describing this new-found awareness, Delores stated:
When you're doing your body of work on a day-by-day basis, you may not even
recognize that there's a problem until something basically illuminates that or puts you in a
situation where you now must address it and look at it.
Delores’ comments suggest that being engaged in the mundane tasks of daily routines and
responsibilities may have further restricted individuals from noticing the racial problems in the
district or rendered them clueless to the degree or extent of the inequities that were present.
However, as she stated, when brought to the forefront or placed in an uncontrollable
circumstance, as with the mandated court order, addressing the issues was the only option.
Similarly, other participants felt that the revival of the court case was, in a sense, an
awakening for the district and various stakeholders. They also expressed that the long-standing
racial issues in the district were exposed or “put right out front” for all to see. According to
Delores and the other participants, this revelation was shocking to many people, but especially to
some non-minority stakeholders. Expounding on the matter, Delores added:
I think that many African-Americans felt that there was a problem [with race] because
they had problems gaining employment in certain situations. Whereas, if you're not
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necessarily affected by the situation you don’t recognize that there is a problem… If you
are in the majority [you think to yourself] “I have a job… I’m comfortable”.
Delores perceived that while blacks were prevented from obtaining a job because of their race,
white people did not experience that level of treatment and were not directly impacted in a
negative manner. From her perspective, some white people were oblivious or unaware of the
racial issues within the district because of their disconnection to the racial problems; and
therefore, they were caught off guard by the resurfacing of the case.
The participants also pointed to another pocket of people that they perceived were,
“without any intended malice”, just going along with the status quo because the practices and
structures were customary and went unchallenged. Additionally, the participants felt that in some
instances, individuals, specifically district leaders and school principals, were either unaware of
their negative thought processes regarding race as well as class, or they did not make direct
connections with their disadvantaging decisions and the unjust practices within the district.
Discussing this point, Gloria shared, “Leaders espoused that they believed that all students can
learn; however, the expectations of student success were much lower for minority, high-poverty
schools.” She also explained that the lowered expectations were manifested “in the manner in
which resources were distributed as well as the level of support rendered by district leaders to
those schools”. Giving another corresponding example, Gloria discussed that some district
leaders and school-based administrators professed to value cultural differences and diversity;
however, she said, “Many high performing schools remain racially identifiable white and staffed
with all white teachers.” For Gloria, the leaders’ words did not match their actions; therefore, she
questioned their intentions, true beliefs, and levels of commitment. Speaking to this point from a
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dissimilar perspective regarding individuals’ obliviousness surrounding diversity issues, Delores
framed her thoughts in the following way:
[Regarding hiring and staffing procedures] … I don't know if there was just an inherent
unawareness or that people were making hiring decisions that were comfortable to them
in their nature. Maybe they were just picking [the person] at the time who they felt was
the best person for the position without putting a whole lot of thought into making certain
that they were being diverse in their hiring selections.
Different from Gloria, it appeared that Delores was leaning toward giving a benefit of doubt to
leaders who did not address the issues of diversifying the teaching staffs. Additionally, although
she felt as though diversity in staffing was not valued or was not a priority for some leaders, she
did not perceive that the sameness in the faculties’ racial composition was done purposefully.
The participants combined viewpoints on this matter are tightly linked to concepts related to
implicit bias, an attitude or perception that molds behaviors and decisions in an unconscious
fashion (Greenwald, & Banaji, 1995; Staats, 2016). It is worth noting that implicit biases or
stereotypes do not automatically result in explicit or intentional prejudicial decisions; however,
they do lie beneath the surface of disparaging policies, behaviors, and actions (Carter, Skiba,
Arredondo, & Pollock, 2017).
As referenced earlier, the participants shared that they perceived that some individuals
were aware of the problems; however, because of their personal prejudices or conflicting
interests, they intentionally did not broach the racial and cultural issues within the district. Of
this group, Denise said that the mandate of the court was the only factor that compelled them to
adopt the changes. Additionally, she even alluded to beliefs that with other racial and cultural
issues, some district leaders and board members would not address the problems unless forced to
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do so. Explaining this assertion concerning other unaddressed subgroup equity issues such as
language differences and special education needs, Denise shared, “We've had some OCR [Office
of Civil Rights] complaints, but never anything to this level [the Plants consent decree]. But
because it never went to court, it wasn't as magnified.” When questioned about her opinion
regarding what it would take to affect the necessary changes in the referenced areas, she stated,
“In this district, if you want to see changes, it would have to go to court”. In addition to Denise’s
expressed feelings, some participants perceived that the updated court case’s illumination of the
problems forced these individuals out of the shadows where, as described by one participant,
“their true feelings would be on display”.
Adding a different outtake, Gloria conceptualized this “shedding of light” as an
opportunity to bring awareness to the district’s need to focus on equity. For her, the exposure and
much needed awareness had a direct impact on people that were resistant to the changes within
the district, she stated:
First, you [as a district level leader] have to recognize why equity is needed. Is there
Equity? Because until you shed a light on it and you open someone's eyes, resistors will
be resistors if they don't know why they're resisting. But, when they understand the why
of what you do and why you do it, that's when the scales come off and you have a group
of people who are readily accessible and willing to make the changes that are needed.
Gloria perceived that the new awareness and attention assisted in promoting the relevance of
pursing equity to all stakeholders, but especially to individuals who were reluctant to or rebelled
against the transformation efforts. While she did not feel that pointing out the problems and
providing rationales on why the issues needed to be rectified would sway everyone, she did feel
that doing so would increase buy-in from some stakeholders, including some opponents of the
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changes. Adding onto this description, Heather shared that the awareness was not isolated to only
internal stakeholders. In bringing a focus to the district’s race and equity issues, she stated, “The
court case was brought to the forefront in a way that made the community pay attention to some
of the things going on in the district with respect to facilities and access to programs.”
The resurfaced court case garnered a lot of traction and attention with discussions and
publicity in printed news as well as with televised media reporting and public comments at board
meetings. Referring to this uncontained and publicly announced occurrence, participants
consistently shared that considering the methods by which the updated court matter exposed the
district’s undesirable racially restrictive practices to the public, the problems could not be denied
or ignored. Therefore, leaders were forced to acknowledge past and current unjust practices,
structures, and policies within the district, Clarence explained:
I think it [the resurfaced court case’s mandates] forced us to a level of acknowledgement.
We had to accept that there was a huge disparity in the district in many cases with
facilities and personnel. I think the change elevated our level of consciousness in terms of
how this district was in reference to ethnicity and diversity.
When prompted to elaborate or give an example, he referenced staffing as a major area that was
very noticeable and could not be overlooked. Clarence expressed that the mandated changes
required the district to examine and reflect on the manner in which schools were being staffed as
it relates to the schools that employed teachers with graduate degrees compared to the placement
of non-certified teachers at underperforming minority schools. Almost all participants agreed
with him regarding this point related to the evident inequities and indifferences in staffing
schools as well as the promotion of leaders of color to academic leadership positions.
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In discussing the leaders’ efforts to acknowledge the racial and socio-economic
inequities, Denise expressed that some district leaders were restricted in their understanding of
the differences between two key constructs— equality and equity. Articulating her thoughts on
the matter, she stated:
Equity and equality are two different things. I saw firsthand the challenges others
[leaders] had understanding [the difference]. But, if you look at it, we did have equality
when it came to some aspects. Here is 10 million [dollars] divided equally… That was
equality. But when the need is so much greater over here. You still have not done justice
for this particular group of folks.
From Denise’s standpoint, she conceptualized the difference between the two constructs to be a
focus on an even distribution of resources versus an allocation based on need; however, her
response suggests that she felt that some of her colleagues equated both concepts to sameness or
equality. Additionally, participants purported that for some stakeholders, accepting that the
district had a problem with racism, equality, and equity was difficult. Denise felt that some
individuals did not want to accept that they were positioned at an advantage or receive a surplus
of extra benefits while others with greater needs were placed at a disadvantage. She explained,
“People don't always want to acknowledge that there are some perks and privileges that certain
groups have and not to any fault of theirs.” Denise’s latter points touch upon beliefs and ideas
related to color-blindness and white privilege (DeMulder, Kayler, & Stribling, 2009; Carter,
Skiba, Arredondo, & Pollock, 2017). Reinforcing these views, Mattheis (2013) urges, “in order
to accept difference, difference must first be acknowledged” (p. 17).
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In addition to bringing focus and admitting to the problems related to race-related
disparities, participants voiced that the reactivated desegregation court order forced the district to
take action. Referencing this point, Gloria offered the following explanation:
I think awareness is very powerful. However, more importantly, we were obligated to do
something about it. I think it [the changes] got rid of a dual system that was evident
whether people acknowledged it or not.
Gloria valued the elements of awareness and ownership of uneven and unjust habits; however, it
seems as though she perceived that in order for change to occur within the district, next steps or
actions were urgently necessary. Her comments are aligned to constructs grounded in
transformative leadership practices that suggest that awareness and acknowledgement of
injustices are essential; however, meaningful and deliberate actions are more imperative
(Shields, 2014).
In agreement with Gloria’s viewpoints as were all other participants, Tabitha felt that the
forced change pushed district leaders to be more reflective. She explained, “I think that it helped
us to really take a look at what we were doing as far as making the best decisions about children
and education.” In assessing these decisions and practices by being required to purposely engage
in data collection and analysis, participants revealed that there were disparities in almost every
aspect of the district’s schooling and functioning as evidenced by the court’s official documented
assessments and reports. Consequently, a plan was developed that sought to address and
remediate all of the identified areas of inequities and discriminatory practices within the school
system.
The equality and equity issues in education cannot be adequately addressed or rectified if
they are not first acknowledged (Carter, Skiba, Arredondo, & Pollock, 2017). This concept was a
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major take-away in examining the experiences of the district leaders of Water Creek County
Public School District with implementing the mandated desegregation consent order. The
participants perceived that the unplanned change related to the court order revealed the implicit
as well as overt biased behaviors, perspectives, and decisions of district leaders as well as other
key actors. They also viewed the forced exposure and change process as a profit in that it
achieved something that had not been accomplished before— the district and the top-level
leaders were forced to acknowledge that there was a race-based problem in the district, take
notice of it, and act. Additionally, in elevating their consciousness regarding the problems with
race and discriminatory practices within the district, the leaders became more keenly aware of
the magnitude of the indifferences. Furthermore, the mandatory process of monitoring and
reporting the issues in quantifiable terms restricted internal as well as external stakeholders from
turning a blind eye on the matter. Regarding the evidence of racial inequities within the school
system, the participants’ shared viewpoints and voiced claims suggest that there was no denying
what the numbers were showing.
Numbers Don’t Lie
In the field of education, data-driven decisions making has evolved into a commonly used
strategy or best practice with respect to understanding and addressing various problems and
change processes (Wayman, Jimerson, & Cho, 2012). As a major component of the court order,
the district leaders were required to compile, disseminate, and monitor various quantitative data
reports. Structured by strict guidelines and specific race-based formulas that were dictated by the
court system, the reports detailed and tracked every aspect of the district’s operations and
educational functioning in terms of the two targeted races. The reports were submitted to the
district’s compliance office, the court monitor, and the presiding judge monthly and annually.
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When asked about challenges and resistance to implementing the desegregation plan,
Gloria discussed, as previously referenced, that many district leaders appeared to lack urgency in
making the necessary changes with completing and submitting required monthly reports.
Additionally, she mentioned that the non-compliance on the part of several administrators and
departments became so problematic that the court monitor had to intervene with threats of
punitive consequences. However, when the focus of the interview questions turned towards
discussing the usage of data, her opinion shifted a bit. She explained:
Looking back in hindsight, I think some of the reluctance could have been lack of
experience in reporting. We all may be able to write because we have advanced degrees,
but what we were looking for, I think should have been modeled.
Discussing how the reporting efforts have changed as a result of going through the
implementation process and acquiring a stronger knowledge base regarding data usage, she
added:
For example, the Human Resources reports are very detailed. The reports talk about
diversity and recruiting. It identifies the ethnicity of teachers in schools, principals,
support staff, and assistant principals. It's very delineated. Whereas that's not what
happened before. So, if we can take the knowledge that we have now and go back 10
years, I think that not only would we have achieved full unitary status, I think we would
have achieved unitary status with enough data to identify whether there is the correct
equity in schools.
Gloria’s first point of her reflective response mirrored the expressed feelings of the other
participants. The use of data in executing the required changes in the desegregation efforts was a
novice practice as reported by most participants. According to them, prior to the implementation
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process, data was strictly used to track academic performance as well as other administrative
functions of the school system such as financial and logistical trends.
The latter part of Gloria’s second point, “I think we would have achieved unitary status
with enough data to identify whether there is the correct equity in schools”, stood out as being
significant, although not discussed in detail by any other participant. Not explicitly stated, her
comment insinuates that at the time that the district gained partial unitary status, it was evident
that the district demonstrated that it had equalized the resources and balanced races across the
designated schools; however, the degree of equity in the district may have been unclear. In
delving deeper into the comment when asked, she stated that to her knowledge beyond facilities,
a detailed assessment or audit was not administered or conducted to examine the equitable
practices and structures of the system.
Participants also shared that the use of data enabled the leaders at every organizational
level to strategize and work differently. Discussing these efforts with respect to recruitment,
Delores stated:
When you get raw data and you see your numbers. You look other schools and you look
at how you are faring. It's just glaring. It's in your face, and you have to say, “hey, we
have a problem and we have to fix this problem”.
Delores explained that the court’s mandated monitoring process altered the district’s approach to
disseminating and analyzing data as it transitioned from being a school specific process to a
system wide analysis. She reported that school principals as well as individuals in the central
office were not accustomed to viewing data from other schools and departments. Additionally,
Delores as well as some other participants perceived that monitoring process helped bring
awareness to overlooked and ignored matters such as diversity in staffing. The court mandated
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analysis of district-wide data pushed some leaders to be more reflective and intentional with their
hiring practices, Delores explained:
They would say on their own, “When I have positions to become available, I am going to
make a concerted effort to try to find qualified applicants that are more reflective of the
pool of children that I service everyday”.
She expressed that this shift in practice was true for some, but not all, leaders.
Stephanie, whose area of expertise in demography and planning is different from all other
participants as well as all other employees in the entire district, approached the use of data from a
technical aspect. Sharing what she considered to be a critical lesson learned and/or take-away
related to the use of data and technology, she offered the following advice:
You have to check the accuracy of your data at the beginning of the implementation and
design phases. The accuracy of your student database has to be as good as it can be. I was
dealing with, at the time, a new software package that inhibited my ability to have all of
the student data that I needed.
Stephanie explained that not having the correct data negatively impacted her ability to complete
certain functions and responsibilities in an effective and efficient manner. Additionally, she
expressed that the size of the district and the geographic structure made the task of redistricting
very tedious and time consuming. Stephanie also mentioned that the changing demographics of
the county as well as the transient domiciliary habits of various families made it extremely
challenging, especially in light of her department being extremely small.
Based on her experiences with the Planters rezoning process, she voiced that the district
needed to explore multiple options for data collection methods and managing tools. Furthermore,
she proposed that in hindsight, exploring more than one option would have been very beneficial
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in preventing from having to duplicate and correct drafts unnecessarily. Additionally, with a new
understanding of the intricacies related to the establishment of new school attendance zones,
Stephanie suggested that being able to select from multiple data management programs “may
have resulted in different outcomes” with respect to the formation of the school zones.
Discussing the use of data in a different way, some participants asserted that the
quantifiable information assisted and supported arguments that inequities did in fact exist within
the district that needed to be remediated and eliminated. Sharing her thoughts, Denise noted:
Although this is 2018 soon-to-be 2019, Water Creek County is still a very polarized and
racially restrictive place. And when you start talking about equity, what I have learned is
that you don't need to say the word “equity”. Start with facts… If you just start talking
about equality and equity in this district without the facts, people shut you down
immediately.
Denise perceives that unless there is hard verifiable data, some individuals will never consider or
attempt to address any issues related to equality and equity. Additionally, she shared that she
believed that certain individuals ignore equity-related concerns because they “choose to have a
blindness when comes racial inequality and injustices”. Therefore, with respect to attempting to
make equity-center change, she felt that you have to lead with the facts because “numbers
because don't lie”.
The use of data to inform educational decisions has proven to be a powerful tool with
respect to identifying problems, building collaborative work environments, and refining or finetuning organizational practices and policies (Wayman, Jimerson, & Cho, 2012). More
importantly, with respect to addressing issues related to equity, leaders’ ability to make meaning
of the data and frame it in a manner that yields targeted goals and secures buy-in from others is
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critical (Park, Daly, & 2013). The required use of data in the efforts to desegregate Water Creek
County School District seemed to be very impactful and influencing.
Participants collectively reported that the required use of data for the monitoring process
in desegregating the school system pushed district-level leaders to use data and technology in a
more meaningful and efficient manner. Furthermore, despite having to combat resistance to the
transformation efforts, the data supported the necessity for the changes. As stated by Oakes &
Rogers (2006), the process of identifying disparities through quantifiable numbers alone does
automatically yield more equitable and just practices. Meaningful and targeted actions must
follow. Moreover, not only did the change process offer the district leaders an opportunity to
make decisions grounded in data and take the necessary next steps, it gave them a platform to
have some much needed and long-overdue conversations on topics that, in the past, were taboo.
Discussing the Black & White Elephants in the Room
The element of race is consistently at the center of questions and concerns related to
academic achievement and performance; however, as Pollock (2001) suggests, it is frequently
suppressed in public communications as well as in day-to-day discussions and educational
decision-making processes. Conversations surrounding racial inequities are typically emotionally
charged, uncomfortable for many, and often avoided (Carter, Skiba, Arredondo, & Pollock,
2017). In discussing this topic with each participant, it became evident that conversations around
race had been absent from the educational discourse within the district prior to leaders being
directed to execute the desegregation plan.
Furthermore, it is worth mentioning that throughout the series of interviews, when
directly questioned specifically about race, racism, and race relations, the participants’ personal
kneejerk reactions appeared to undergird the sensitivity of the subject matter. Some participants
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seemed very relaxed and at ease when talking about the racial inequity issues; however, others
appeared to be somewhat uncomfortable and/or guarded when answering questions related to
racism and intolerance towards differences within the district. Nevertheless, most participants
gave the impression that the questions were being answered genuinely, despite in some
instances, offering what appeared to be some poised or calculated responses.
As previously noted, all participants reported that discussions around race were very few
and far between leading up to the court case being revisited. Moreover, some participants
expressed that the deliberations were uncomfortable for all parties involved. Discussing this
matter, Clarence noted, “Talking about race is difficult when having to flesh out some real things
that are obvious.” Regarding his personal experience with these complex conversations, he
added:
Being one of the only, at the time, black leaders in the district, having to sit in a room
with white leaders to have those conversations, it was uncomfortable for both of us
[individuals of both black and white races].
Clarence perceived that the difficulties in talking about race were not one-sided. Black and white
leaders, alike, were challenged by and felt uncomfortable with discussing the topic.
Adding onto this concept from a different standpoint, Delores added, “I could just look at
the numbers and say, ‘You need to hire three more black teachers.’… So, it really was not a
complicated thing.” From her vantage point, she did not feel personally conflicted with having
conversations about race or making race-based decisions. However, in light of the publicly
shared data reports, the reception of that may have been difficult on the other end, she asserted:
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Nobody wants their name on a list. Having those conversations for the recipient was
sometimes hard. People get in defense mode because they don't want you to think that
they're opposed [to the changes] or that they are racist.
Speaking to this same issue regarding her own personal experience with having to transfer
teachers to balance the racial composition of school staffs, Heather stated that, at times, it was
difficult to have conversations about race. She shared that during the initial phases of the
implementation process, people made assumptions about her decisions and professional
judgements. When asked to share her opinion regarding the reasons for the assumptions, she
stated, “Some people walked in with a predisposition.” Giving an example of a specific incident
in a meeting with another department, Heather added:
I can recall a person walking out of a meeting because I said I had to remove a person
because they weren’t whatever race it was [that was needed for the transfer]. I think that
maybe the perception was that I just did it because.
Heather’s comments leave two different impressions— The person that walked out of the
meeting may have perceived that the decisions were biased and/or racially motivated, or they
dismissed themselves because they believed that Heather haphazardly made the staffing
decisions. Subsequently, in an effort to prevent or limit any ambiguity regarding any ulterior
motives, Heather personally developed a database to counteract the issue. She explained:
That [the previously referenced situation] was why I developed an Excel file. When we
plugged in a number and the race of the person, if it highlighted then we were out of our
percentages, or it meant that we were under the percentage that we needed.
Going into further detail on the matter, Heather explained that being in the situation was very
difficult and uncomfortable for her. The development of her spreadsheet suggests that Heather
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perceived that she had to have evidence to prove that she was not making biased or uninformed
decisions. The responses given by Clarence, Delores, and Heather replicate the thoughts shared
by other participants related to the uneasiness of discussing race as well as forming decisions and
opinions around that singular construct. Moreover, the participants’ perceptions highlight the
complexities and emotional connections related to the topic of race (Carter, Skiba, Arredondo, &
Pollock, 2017).
Although initially uncomfortable and at times untenable, most participants viewed that
being forced to discuss race and other multifaceted sensitive issues proved to be a very positive
outgrowth of the court order. Like most participants, Clarence expressed that the Planters
implementation process “provided a vehicle to talk about racial disparities” in Water Creek
County. When asked, Gloria discussed that having conversations regarding race within the
district is not a perfect process and has not totally come full circle. However, strides have been
made, she explained:
I don't know if it's in a better place. I know it's in a more a comfortable place. I know that
discussions do happen. The acknowledgement is the most important thing. To
acknowledge that there is inequity and then to be able to discuss what to do about it is
important. So, I think Planters has allowed the district to recognize the importance of
having the hard conversations that some people think race is and [to discuss] the
importance of diversity… I think those conversations are there and a manifestation of
those conversations are the types of trainings that we are having.
Gloria views the equity-centered discourse within the district as evolving. From her standpoint,
district leaders have shifted, to some degree, from ignoring the racial inequities towards making
steps to discussing and addressing the problems, such as having more thorough and
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comprehensive professional development opportunities concerning cultural sensitivity and other
related topics.
Similarly, other participants also discussed that conversations regarding race and
inequities have become more frequent with central-office based administrators and school
principals; however, more dialogue needs to happen at the school-building level as Denise
suggested:
I think probably more conversations with folks at the teacher level needs to happen. I
think we sent the message out to our principals, but I just don't think that we took the
deeper dive into getting it to our teachers.
Denise perceived that progress has been made with increasing discussions around race with
respect to district leaders and principals, however, she felt that it was equally important for
teachers to engage in those same discussions and conversations. Her comments are connected to
suggestions that being in close proximity of students, teachers have the potential to have a direct
impact on students’ academic and emotional development; therefore, having meaningful
conversations with teachers concerning race and other critical areas is important to meeting the
needs of diverse learners (Carter, Skiba, Arredondo, & Pollock, 2017). Denise’s viewpoints, in
combination with other participants’ shared input, support claims that district leaders must
engage all stakeholders in meaningful dialogue in making concerted efforts to thwart disparaging
and unjust normative practices (Howard, 2007; Pollock, 2001).
Race and other educational equity-associated issues typically are either discussed in
private out of the view of public, or at times, the concepts are not discussed at all (Pollock,
2001). Likewise, according to the district leaders, prior to the desegregation plan resurfacing,
race related issues were minimally discussed in Water Creek County School District. To most
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participants, racial inequity was a problem that was apparent, but they perceived that many
pretended that it was not there; and therefore, did not discuss it. However, the forced changes
pushed all internal stakeholders, especially top-level leaders, to discuss the “black and white
elephants in the room”.
Although difficult at first, more dialogue took place regarding race and other sensitive
and challenging topics. While implementing the plan, participants perceived that the
conversations became more meaningful as well as complex and involved. Based on their shared
feelings, it appears that these leaders now understand that being silent on the topic does not assist
in remedying the problems related to racial injustice. Instead as Pollock (2001) warns, “Silence
about such patterns, of course, allows them to remain intact: Racial patterns do not go away
simply because they are ignored… They become, most dangerously, acceptable— a taken-forgranted part of what school is about” (p. 9). Consequently, in having these constructive
conversations, the leaders came to appreciate and value having people with varied experiences,
backgrounds, and areas of expertise involved in the decision-making process.
A Seat at the Table
Schools and school districts cannot effectively function in isolation; therefore, fostering
internal collaborative working relationships in combination with establishing deeply connected
partnerships with parents and community members is paramount (Fullan, 2012; Howard, 2007).
Desegregating the school district was a large-scale change process that impacted every facet of
the district which required varying levels of knowledge, skills sets, connections, and influence.
Consequently, several participants expressed that going through the experience of implementing
the court order deepened their understanding regarding the need to engage, empower, and
include various stakeholders in the decision-making processes within the school district.
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As previously discussed, the Planters Task Force, a committee reflective of district
employees, parents, and community leaders, was charged with the task of ensuring that the
district leaders were implementing the court mandated changes with fidelity or “in good faith”.
Additionally, the committee served as a liaison between the district and the community.
Participants reported that this level of community involvement in conversations as well as in
decision-making processes had never occurred before in the district. However, all participants
expressed that the task force was instrumental in the district being released from the supervision
of the court system. Speaking to the collective opinion of the participants, Denise stated:
I think the district may have made some gains, but I think the task force was so strong
and very adamant that there was no room for compromise. And because they were like
that, I think, is the reason why we were able to get to this point with unitary status.
Denise perceived that in being very focused and unrelenting regarding the specifications of the
court order, the task force was an essential contributing factor to the district gaining partial
unitary status. Additionally, she explained that the forced changes of the desegregation order
served as an opportunity for community groups to engage parents and other community
stakeholders while creating an advocacy type platform that is still currently in existence.
Furthermore, several participants voiced that the Planters Taskforce as well as other
community activist groups continue to serve a distinct and impactful purpose of communicating
changes and information to parents and to the public through their public meeting and forums.
Referencing the pattern of how information typically trickles down to parents, Delores
explained:
So, we have all this information and parents are clueless that these things are going on. I
think the community forums are important to let them know that the school system is still
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committed to this work [around equity], and that it's not a dead issue… It keeps people
informed. It keeps people in the loop. And the great thing about information is that it
keeps people from being misinformed. When they don't have correct information, they
just make it up, or they assume that we're not doing anything.
Delores perceives that the community groups keep parents aware and informed regarding the
happenings in the district. Additionally, she believes that having access to the information
prevents or limits conspiracy ideas from be created and circulated. In addition to helping with
increasing communication efforts, participants voiced that the community groups also aided in
building trust and repairing relationships between the community and the district. Discussing her
interactions with parents at the community forums, Tabitha described her experience:
I do recall some hard, late-night meetings in churches. I was never uncomfortable going.
First of all, it didn't bother me because I didn't feel personally attacked, but I was glad to
hear the injustice, or sometimes, misconception of the injustice that was in the district.
They didn't expect me to have an answer, but the expectation was to listen. I think that
sometimes is healing in itself. That's another problem. The leader has to be viewed as
approachable, and the system has to be approachable. Sometimes there are people in
Water Creek that are not approachable.
Tabitha viewed the community meeting as an opportunity for parents to voice their opinions and
have their concerns heard. Additionally, she alluded to the notion that having this type of
platform may have assisted parents in viewing the school district in a different light.
The comments given by Delores and Tabitha are reflective of the unanimous opinions of
the other participants. From their perspectives, the Task Force and other groups not only serve to
keep the district in check regarding disparaging practices, they also act as a mechanism by which
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relevant information can be funneled directly to parents and the community-at-large. Thus,
improving or rebuilding the fragmented relationships between the community and the school
system.
Aside from the parent and community involvement aspects of the implementation
process, participants also brought attention to additional areas where, as district leaders, they
have learned to be me more inclusive in their practices and decision-making structures.
Discussing the need to have a variety of stakeholders with different characteristics, beliefs, and
experiences, Denise suggested, “We have to make sure that everyone understands all of these
kids matter. And so, I think that's why you have to make sure you have people at the table who
have those varied backgrounds.” In reflecting on the diversity of the student population, Denise
viewed that decisions would not be as impactful and effective if viewed from a singular
perspective or set background and experience. Therefore, having individuals who could speak to
the personal experiences and challenges of groups of students required the district leaders to be
more accepting and inclusive with respect to making decisions.
Problems in education, such as racial inequity, are larger than the school and school
system; therefore, reliance on collaborative work environments, parent engagement, community
partnership, and external alliances are critical (Fullan, 2012). Participants echoed this sentiment
and expressed that they have learned that having a strong coalition with community groups helps
the district to assist parents as well as build the political will that is needed to garner support for
district initiatives and changes. Breaking the mold of past practice, the desegregation
implementation process gave parents and the community, specifically the black community, a
seat at the table. Many voiced that without their direct involvement, the district would have been
placed at a disadvantage with respect to meeting the court’s requirements. The participants’
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expressed thoughts and input indicate that they now understand the importance of having the
right individuals involved the decision-making process. Furthermore, this new awareness and
appreciation related inclusiveness reflects the greater concepts of the utility of shared and
distributed leadership practices— common goals and collective commitments for change
(Hallinger, 2003).
Access Granted & Opportunities Offered
Any change worth pursuing requires individuals to question their belief systems and alter
their behavior (Fullan, 2007). Moreover, as declared by Goldring, Crowson, Laird, and Berk
(2003), “Change and policy implementation imply a transition” (p. 473). Throughout the
interview process, the participants from Water Creek County School District discussed how
leading and managing the large-scale change process of desegregating the school system was
very complicated in that it was a learning curve for most district leaders. However, they also
expressed that the mandated change efforts forced the district to transition from their old ways of
being restrictive to being more inclusive with respect to the access of an array of learning
opportunities and educational programs. Additionally, the participants held that the mandated
change afforded district leaders the opportunity to learn and grow as professionals, but more
significantly, it gave them the opportunity to abandon old ways of functioning in order to attempt
to do things differently.
In discussing the resulting revelations of the resurfaced court order, participants
consistently referenced that beyond being racially isolated or segregated physically, the lack of
access to various academic and extra-curricular programs at minority dominated schools was
very prevalent. However, they viewed that the desegregation implementation process was the
catalyst for improving this component. More immediate at that time, participants stated that most
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of the magnet programs assisted in diversifying the student populations at schools in specific
neighborhoods. Referencing the impact of the original court mandated programs, Gloria stated,
“Some of those magnet schools actually did what they were intended to do and that was to
desegregate the school; however, the selective admissions schools are still racially-identifiable as
White.” Although Gloria and other participants feel that there is more work to be done with
respect to improving the diversity concerns at the selective admissions schools, they perceived
that the access to the magnet program and specialty schools has greatly increased and improved
as a result of their more targeted student recruitment efforts as well as their publicized promotion
of the programs to all schools and students. Moreover, adding to her comments, Gloria expressed
that the district’s offering of various programs has assisted with their attempts “to increase the
quality of the educational experience” for students in the district.
Additionally, participants reported that the access and availability of programs to all
students is an aspect of the change process that district leaders have not only sustained but has
shown continuous improvement. They also discussed how the forced changes of the
desegregation plan, in conjunction with establishing fair and systematic procedures, have served
as a springboard for their continued commitment to granting access and offering programs.
Heather explained her thoughts on the matter:
I don't think a student should go to a selective admissions school just because they want
to go to one. I think there's criteria. I don't think that the criteria should be bent. But, just
because you don't meet that benchmark for the selective admissions school doesn't mean
there's not some other program that you should have access to. I don't think just because
you live on one side of the river should determine that [what programs a student can
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participate in]. Parents now have the opportunity for the best programs for their children
that meet their child's needs.
Adding that the specialty programs serve a promotional purpose for the district, Gloria stated:
Magnet programs have helped shape what we do and how we do things in Water Creek
County. The programs are opportunities for students to engage in another level of quality
education. It has attracted others [students and families] from not just other schools
within the district but also students from private and parochial schools.
Similarly, other participants echoed Heather’s and Gloria’s combined thoughts. They perceived
that the programs have transformed learning in the district, and structured guidelines have
changed the manner in which students have access to the various educational opportunities.
Additionally, by offering several types of programs such as academic acceleration, performing
arts, science and technology, language emersion, and charter schools, the participants perceived
that they are making earnest efforts to meet the needs of the diverse groups of learners that are
educated in the district.
When discussing the changes related to the cultural and behavior aspects of the district’s
functioning, participants collaboratively pointed to three key areas that they approach differently
as result of the implementation process: allocation of resources, recruitment, and diversity
initiatives. According to participants, prior to their journey to gaining unitary status, the
allocation and distribution of resources was a very politicized and uneven process. While the
district utilized federal grants to level the playing field for economically disadvantaged schools,
other government allocated funds were not sufficient enough to address the diverse needs of all
students. Explaining the initial assessment of how resources were distributed, Gloria stated:
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In terms of how resources were rolled out to schools, based on the information that we
received initially, there wasn't a problem. But in actuality there was and that became
manifested as we visited schools or as principals began to feel comfortable to say that
they needed something. And so, there was a push to understand the difference between
equality and equity, meaning I get five, you get five. That's equality. But you need 5, you
get 5. I need 10, I get 10.
Gloria explained that this concept was more easily grasped or understood at the school-building
level. However, according to other participants, the notion of equity was not a popular or widely
sought-after concept at the higher levels of leadership, particularly when it came to financial
resources. Describing the two different sides of the river in Water Creek County as the “Tale of
Two Cities”, Clarence offered the following example:
A lot of our facilities that were in bad shape were mostly in minority communities and at
the time when the district had money for buildings what they used to do is take that
money and divide it up by each board member. There were nine board members who got
the same amount of money, but the needs in District #1 weren’t the same thing as District
#5. District #5 was at a grave disadvantage because it had school facilities that were in
much disrepair… So that was a shift for one board member to say “Okay, now I only get
a million dollars as opposed to getting five because the majority of the money needs to go
where it is needed”. That created a whole different type of discussion and a whole
different type of facility assessment based on certain parameters that would bring these
buildings up to code. Some resisted giving up those funds because they looked at it as
nine individual districts instead of looking at it as one school district.
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Clarence’s example describes the transitions that the district leaders had to take in order to be
more equitable with respect to the distribution of financial resources. Moreover, Clarence’s
comments suggest that in addition to physical shifts and the manipulations of resources, there
had to be a shift in people’s thinking and attitudes.
Participants voiced that similar to other school district, Water Creek County has a
shortage of teachers; therefore, the diversity and quality of the teaching staff fluctuates yearly.
However, with respect to the district’s past hiring practices, participants commented that there
has been an increase in the diversity of school-based leaders and in central office. Discussing
how the change process pushed leaders do their jobs differently, Delores described the shift in
recruitment strategies in the following way:
I started reviewing the data. In understanding how some of the schools on the westside
and eastside were skewed and racially identifiable, it just became the mission of the
school system to make the change. How I recruited and where I recruited became very
important as I sought out African-American teachers and administrators and just
employees in general to come and fill positions in Water Creek.
Delores explained that with a new understanding of the racial divide, in conjunction with
mandates to increase diversity, the way that she approached her recruitment responsibilities
changed. She began to widen her scope regarding the colleges and university to target for
recruitment efforts, publications to advertise in, and various organizations to partner with to
reach a more diverse pool of candidates
Regarding developing a culturally responsive learning environment, participants
commonly noted that the focus on providing diversity-related professional learning opportunities
was practically nonexistent prior to the resurfacing of the desegregation plan. While schools had
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school-based initiatives that focused on understanding and meeting the needs of students who
live in poverty-stricken neighborhoods, participants did not recall any district-wide efforts that
aimed to address cultural differences. Moreover, during the implementation years of the
desegregation order, annual diversity trainings were offered; however, as previously discussed,
participants perceived that it had very little impact with respect to improving the culture of the
school system.
Since gaining unitary status, the participants reported that, to a small degree, central
office-based leaders have attempted to reshape the culture of the district through offering more
support related to diversity and inclusion. Giving examples related to topics such as lesbian, gay,
bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) populations, sexual harassment in the workplace towards men
and women, gender identity, and sexism, Delores stated that the districts’ understanding of
subjects that employees need to be educated on has changed. Explaining this shift, she stated:
The diversity piece is just huge because it talks about multiple things. The trainings don’t
just talk about black and white. It’s [the diversity training] a tool that the district is using
to increase people's knowledge and awareness and to just make people more thoughtful
about the culture piece that's happening. I think that it's very important.
Discussing her observations regarding the trainings’ impact, she continued:
I do find that people are enlightened just in how some of the things that they say can be
perceived by another culture as being offensive, but they didn't know it. [The trainings
help them] to understand and have more knowledge about being more aware that we're
being inclusive and that we're not being divisive in our words and our deeds…
Discussing a more global result of the forced change with respect to diversity initiatives, Gloria
offered the following summary:
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I think the change process allowed us to find creative ways to create the schools that were
needed for our students so that they could see through their eyes more diversity. I think it
provided more opportunities for educators to engage with other students whose ethnicity
they were not accustomed to. As a whole, I think that it began to bring some consistency
and continuity from one level to another.
The collective insights shared by these participants optimistically suggest that through having
more conversations about race and other related topics, in conjunction with receiving a variety of
structured trainings on topics related to cultural differences and diversity, the district has made
some progress related to being more open and inclusive. While acknowledging the district
leaders’ attempts to change the culture of the district with respect to equity, diversity, and
inclusion, other participants seem to question the gains and shifts. Illustrating this impression and
referencing her previous description of the district as being very racially polarized, Denise
concluded:
I guess seeing it now played out on a national level. It's no more polarized than any place
elsewhere. However, for a district to have more than half of its population to be black and
brown. It is still led and controlled with black and brown children not always in mind.
Several participants voiced similar concerns regarding the amount of growth that is still needed
as well as the district’s commitment towards improving efforts related to being inclusive and
accepting of differences.
As a result of going through the stages of seeking and obtaining unitary status, the
participants from Water Creek County noted that the system-wide change process gave students
and families access to a panoply of learning and educational prospects. Access to programs has
not always been a positive characteristic of Water Creek County Public School District, as
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evidenced by the district’s documented history with inequality and inequity issues. However, all
participants laud the availability of programs as a current point of pride for the district.
Moreover, going through the change process of desegregating the school district gave the
participants an opportunity to examine and better understand the culture and internal dynamics of
the district as well as the external factors that influence it (Fullan, 2012). Subsequently, the
experience offered the district leaders various opportunities to remake internal processes,
improve commonly used practices, and attempt to reshape the culture of the school district. By
delving into and unearthing the genesis of the district’s existing culture and how it evolved into
what it was at that time, in part, the district leaders were able to discern what it would take to
change it moving forward (Schein, 1984).
A Way Forward for All
The Planters plan, by design, focused solely on two races: black and white. However, in
reflecting on the implementation process and the race-conscious decisions and changes that were
made, the participants acknowledged that the associated changes ushered in a different wave of
focus on equity for the district, as well as for themselves as district leaders. Speaking to how the
district’s focus on equity has evolved and transformed into a much bigger picture, Gloria
explained:
There is certainly a bigger picture now. With Planters, the initial court order was about
black and white students at the time. In 1964, everything was about black and white in
the United States. So, it wouldn't be uncommon to have a court order that's designated for
black and white students. However, because we have had an increase in our Hispanic and
Latino population, we have to address what's lacking with our Hispanic population, our
ELL students, and our ELL families. This [focus] is an unintended act or circumstance
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that has emerged from Planters. While Planters’ [the mandated changes’] inception was
about black and white students, what we do as a district and what we do in compliance is
about all students particularly black and white but also brown. Our Hispanic students
have needs that have to be addressed.
Gloria’s response gives the impression that in meeting the requirements of the desegregation
court order, the district leaders had to address the racial indifferences solely between black and
white students because of the historical context. However, in doing so, she perceived that those
efforts morphed into the district giving a deeper level of attention to the needs of other
populations of students.
Other participants viewed the Planters case as being the impetus for the change in the
district’s focus on being culturally inclusive. Delores explained:
We had to diversify ourselves to meet the change that's happening with the demographic
shift in Water Creek County. We have to start thinking about this stuff on a broader scale
because it's not just impacting blacks and whites.
Noting the various growing populations in the school such as the Arabic, Vietnamese, Hispanic
and Haitian communities, she added, “Planters was almost like the catalyst that set us up for our
shift in population and the diversification of the whole entire school system.” Similarly, other
participants viewed that the change efforts pushed the district in a different direction that benefits
various subgroups of students. In essence, the participants’ responses give the impression that
they had to address the issues related to black and white students; however, the forced changes
related to desegregating the school systems placed attention on not only racial injustices, but it
has opened up an opportunity for the district leaders to focus on providing a way forward for all
students to have equitable outcomes.
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For these leaders, this forced, unexpected, and for some stakeholders, unwelcomed
change that initially fixated the school system’s attention on issues of disparities between black
and white children, served as a prelude to the district’s overall focus on equity and excellence for
all students. They noted direct correlations between the Planters implementation process and
how the district currently views and attempts to address various elements of inequity related to
several populations of students as well as basic functioning and operations of the district.
In leading the implementation process, the participants perceived that the district was
forced to not only acknowledge, but also address the racial disparities and practices. Their shared
experiences deepen the understanding of the role of district leaders in building capacity across
the system with respect to utilizing and being informed by data, facilitating open and honest
conversations around race as well as other equity related factors, and fostering internal
collaboration and external partnerships.
Since being released from the supervision of the court, the participants reported that the
district has sustained some of the initiated equity-centered practices that resulted from the
implementation process while abandoning others. They overwhelmingly acknowledged that
Water Creek Public School District has made some progress; however, with respect to equity and
openness towards differences, the work is unfinished. Moreover, each participant, as top-level
leaders, expressed to some degree, the idea of being personally and professionally accountable
for leading, guiding, and moving the district closer to the goal of equity for all students. This
charge or duty is complex and requires leaders to be morally grounded as well as emotionally
intelligent (Kozleski & Smith, 2004).
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Theme 5: Equity – A Simple, Yet Complex Concept
The participants in this study did not verbally ascribe to a specific leadership style, nor
did this research project seek to assess or apply a specific leadership theory to any individual
participant. However, ensuring equitable outcomes for all students is a complex web of relating
factors; therefore, understanding the lens through which leaders view the world and their purpose
is imperative (Petty, 2015). Theme 5 explains how these leaders define and conceptualize the
meaning of equity. Additionally, underpinned by personal beliefs on equality and equity, this
final emerging theme uncovers the participants’ perceived understanding of the role of districtlevel leaders in facilitating and cultivating equity-centered change.
Equity: Understanding the Lexicon
How equity is defined influences how it is addressed (Gutiérrez, 2002). In defining and
conceptualizing the meaning of equity, a nuance of understanding exists (Jordan, 2010). Simon,
Malgorzata, and Beatriz (2007) operationally frame equity in the following manner:
Equity in education has two dimensions. The first is fairness, which implies ensuring that
personal and social circumstances – for example gender, socio-economic status or ethnic
origin – should not be an obstacle to achieving educational potential. The second is
inclusion, which implies ensuring a basic minimum standard of education for all – for
example that everyone should be able to read, write and do simple arithmetic. (p. 11)
Drawing on the scholars’ two-prong definition as a point of reference and comparison, each
participant was prompted to describe how they define and conceptualize equity as a closing
reflective activity. Table 4 summarizes each participants’ response.
In analyzing the various answers given, it appears that some participants understood
equity to be an even dispersal or sameness in resources while others discussed the concept in
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terms of having equal access to resources, both physical and human. Yet, another set of
participants viewed equity as an allocation of resources or a decision-making process that is
based on the goal of addressing specific needs of individual and groups of students.
Table 4. Participants' definition of equity

Participants

Clarence

Delores

Denise

Gloria

Heather

Stephanie

Tabitha

Theodore

Definition(s) of Equity
Equity is having equal access not because you have two textbooks
and I have two textbooks. You might need three textbooks. You
might only need one textbook, but we all have access.
Equal doesn't mean equitable. Everyone doesn't necessarily need the
same exact portion. One situation may need a little bit more than
another to get everybody to the same playing field.
Equity and equality are two different things. Here is 10 million
[dollars] divided equally… That was equality. But when the need is
so much greater over here. You still have not done justice for this
particular group of folks.
I get five, you get five. That's equality. But you need 5, you get 5. I
need 10, I get 10. Equity is about us having a sense of urgency in
giving children what they need to be successful.
Equity is equal opportunities for all students. I don't think equity is
this school gets $1,000 and that school gets $1,000. I think equity is
looking at the needs of the children. I don't feel that one group should
be slighted just because they may not have more needs than another.
But, I do feel that in order to level the playing field some need more.
I would think equity is that all children receive the same resources,
and all students are treated equally. They all have a qualified teacher.
They all have the same type of facility.
Equity is making sure that we have like practices. When I talk about
equity and sameness, it doesn't just have to do with race or poverty or
economic disadvantages or English language Learners. It has to do
with are we doing it for everybody.
I define equity as being fair to everybody. It is being fair to the kids,
teachers, and administrators. I think that includes being inclusive to
everybody. Everybody should have a stake in what's going on.
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The definitions offered by each participant points to purposeful aims in education and
schooling; however, to a certain degree, the leaders’ perceptions show a lack of consensus
concerning the meaning of equity. Moreover, the variances in the district leaders’ explanations
support claims that equity is often misconstrued, interpreted in multiple ways, and overlaps with
other connecting concepts such as equality (Brayboy, Castagno, & Maughan, 2007; Jordan,
2010; Simon, Malgorzata, & Beatriz, 2007).
As previously discussed, participants expressed that prior to the desegregation
implementation process, in general, internal stakeholders’ comprehension of the difference
between equality and equity was limited. Additionally, they reported that attention was given to
differentiating between the two constructs. However, the participants’ shared accounts of the
implementation process coupled with an analysis of their proffered definitions, give the
impression that this work of understanding the lexicon of equity is still evolving in Water Creek
County School District. Although not the foci of this study, in combination with the noted
implementation challenges, the closing activity raises questions concerning possible correlations
between the incongruence of participants’ understanding of equity and their expressed concerns
regarding the sustainability of the transformation efforts.
Central Office: A Place Where Representation Really Matters
Diversity is operationally defined by Bitters and Team (1994) as the “differences among
people or peoples reflected in a variety of forms” (p. 6). Diversity is tightly connected to equity;
moreover, the constructs are commonly coupled together throughout educational scholarship and
practice (Jordan, 2010; Santamaría, 2014; Unterhalter, 2009). In discussing the desegregation
implementation process, participants frequently referenced issues related to diversity.
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A major cornerstone of the desegregation plan was the need to diversify the teaching
force at schools across the district. As previously noted, the court-ordered desegregation changes
focused exclusively on indifferences related to black and white students. The participants
reported that they were required to use specific guidelines inclusive of race-conscious formulas
to integrate the schools’ staffing rosters. Additionally, they discussed using various strategies to
increase diversity such as involuntarily transferring teachers. The leaders also stated that they
revamped their recruitment initiatives to include predominately Black colleges and universities
as well as minority-focused advertisement platforms and educational coalitions.
Lack of diversity in hiring practices consistently surfaced throughout the interviews with
all participants as an expressed concern. In addition to speaking about diversity, participants
shared their opinions regarding the significance of specifically having teachers and leaders of
color being represented within the diverse school district. A spectrum of viewpoints regarding
this subject matter was offered.
Discussing her perspective regarding race-conscious staffing and diversity, Gloria
explained, “As it pertains to faculty, I don't necessarily believe that children need to look like the
person that is teaching them, but I do believe that there should be diversity [in staffing] and there
was not.” Comparing current day practices to twenty years ago when she taught at a
predominately white school, and then separately, at a minority-dominate school, Gloria added:
And in some cases, even today the same thing exists. So, there has to be a measure of
accountability for administrators to understand and implement the expectation of having
a diverse faculty. When that is not happening then someone at a central office level has to
step in. I'm not just saying have the hard conversation but let them know that this is what
needs to happen.
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In Gloria’s opinion, diversity in schooling is an important, non-negotiable expectation that
should be monitored. However, although she was not opposed to efforts to ensure that various
races and cultures were represented in the teaching force, Gloria did not appear to be sold on the
idea that students need to be instructed by a teacher of the same race and/or ethnicity.
Similar to Gloria, most participants voiced a high level of commitment to increasing
diversity. However, some participants offered a different perspective related to the importance of
students being taught by teachers with the same background. They viewed and discussed racial
representation in terms of it being impactful on students in a positive way. When probed on this
specific perception, Delores offered the following thoughts:
Children just don't come out of the womb and feel a certain way about other races of
people. Children need to have an opportunity to go to school together, to work together,
and to see African-Americans in professional positions. If I'm a black student and I see
other black teachers and people in higher positions like principals, then this gives me
something that I can also aspire to be. They can know that every person of color doesn't
just have to work in the cafeteria or be a custodian. So, as the children grow up and they
see this, then it is just a natural part of who they are.
Delores’ comments suggest that racism or negative attitudes towards the differences of others are
not innate. Viewing racism and intolerance as learned behaviors, her remarks insinuate that
immersing students in tolerant, inclusive, and accepting environments in school at an early age
can assist in limiting or preventing them from taking on biased viewpoints. Additionally, she
perceives that having positive interactions with teachers as well as leaders of the same race can
inspire and motivate students to achieve and perform at higher levels. Other participants’ feelings
and opinions were parallel to her perspective.
167

Discussing how he viewed the lack of diversity as an area that needed to be improved,
Theodore explained:
I thought that the personnel aspect was holding the system back because there were some
schools where minority kids never saw a person that looks like them. I thought that was a
drawback of the district. I think that's a big negative for kids not to be able to look at
somebody and say, “Well, I could maybe do that.” … Because role models are important.
Relating the topic to his childhood and schooling, he reflectively continued:
I think my background came from the teachers that I was exposed to that looked like me.
If you never see that person, then you may have some problems dealing with how you are
supposed to be or what you can achieve in your life.
Attending only segregated schools, Theodore explained that he only had interactions with Black
teachers. He viewed his schooling structure as being positive. Additionally, Theodore directly
attributed his career path to seeing other African-Americans in a professional light. His
viewpoints are aligned to empirical work that asserts that teachers of color act as role models,
have expectations for minority students, and motivate students of color to be successful (Dee,
2005; King, 1993).
Comparatively, one participant did not find significant value or benefit in intentionally
hiring diverse staff members so that students can envision their own potential and future
possibilities. For example, with respect to diversity in hiring and recruitment efforts, the
participant stated:
I don't mean to offend anyone, but do we need a Hispanic superintendent because it's a
predominately Hispanic school district? What does that mean?... Why are we not looking
for the best person to do the work?... This district happens to be all African-American.
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But if we want diversity, what are we doing to have inclusive rights to get in Hispanic or
white people? What are we doing to grow our own?
When probed about the importance of students being educated by teachers of the same race, the
participant added:
You know, that's the thing that really worries me… I don't think that children come in
saying, there's no one who looks like me teaching me. Because in today’s world, what
does one color mean?
Standing out as an outlier within the group of participants regarding these sentiments, the
participant’s expressed feelings suggest that the need to diversify staffing should not be the focus
of hiring practices. Instead, skill set, knowledge, and qualifications should be the determining
factors. From the participant’s standpoint, students do not focus on the race and/or background of
teachers. Moreover, her comments suggest that she has lumped all characteristics of diversity
and equity into one collective category, including race. However, in opposition of this notion,
scholars caution, “Race matters profoundly in America; it differs fundamentally from other
"markers" of diversity, and it has to be understood on its own terms” (Bowen & Rudenstine,
2003, “Race Matters Profoundly,” para. 1). Moreover, her combined thoughts on the matter
revisit previously discussed issues related to white privilege, color-muteness, and colorblindness
(DeMulder, Kayler, & Stribling, 2009; Carter, Skiba, Arredondo, & Pollock, 2017; Mattheis,
2013). Collectively, the participants’ polarizing responses speak to the ongoing fluctuating
discourse regarding the relevance in diversity within schools as well as race conscious hiring
practices (Dee, 2005).
From a different vantage point, other participants connected the need for diversity in
district leadership to decision-making processes. They expressed that having teachers with
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diverse backgrounds in the school setting was imperative. However, because of the reach and
influence of district-level leaders, some participants believed that racial and cultural
representation at the central office matters as well. Referencing her own personal backstory
regarding teachers having low expectations for her because of her race, Denise gave her
perspective on the matter:
It's so important that you make sure you have folks who have varied backgrounds that
don't all look the same and all come from the same place. That's important.… [Referring
to her experience as a student] My colleague sitting at the table with me is not going to
think like that. That's not their experience. That's why you have to make sure when you
are leading an organization like this or you are in a place to get people in positions that
you have people with these varied storied backgrounds. They're going to remember [their
personal context], and somebody's going to say, “I need to make sure I'm looking out for
the Marias because I was Maria”.
Denise perceives that having a set of diverse experiences with respect to making collective
decisions can assist in ensuring that the diverse needs of students are adequately addressed. For
her, this is an important undertaking because as she was previously quoted saying, “We have to
make sure that everyone understands all of these kids matter”.
Adding to this point regarding the need for including multiple perspectives when making
decisions, Gloria reflected on the development of the desegregation plan. As previously stated,
although responsible for the execution, participants reported that they were not involved in the
formation and drafting of the desegregation policy. Gloria expressed that the implementation
process was not a collaborative approach to change. Describing the approach or the manner in
which the plan was implemented, she stated, “I would say that it was top-down from the
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attorneys to the plaintiffs’ and defendant's attorneys, to the superintendent, to the board, and then
to the principals.” Giving her assessment of the perceived approach, she explained:
Is that the best model? I do not believe. I think that we needed more of an integrated
group of stakeholders… If I had to identify strategically what stakeholders needed to be a
part of the plan’s development, it needed to be parents, teachers, principals, central office
administrators, and community people because it impacts so many areas. You need input
from all of these people. Then you will have buy-in, and I think you will have an easier
rollout and an easier implementation of that court order.
Gloria was not consciously tailoring her thoughts or answering questions related to diversity in
that moment during the interview, however, her response is linked to the concept. Diversity does
not solely center on race or ethnicity. Instead, it is multi-dimensional and is inclusive of other
factors such as, but not limited, to gender, age, language, perspective, level of expertise, and
interests (Allen, Dawson, Wheatley, & White, 2007; Bitters & Team, 1994).
Gloria’s response was echoed in the comments given by other participants. Throughout
the conversations with participants, although not making direct connections to diversity, many of
them discussed the need to be more inclusive of varying viewpoints and perspectives, especially
with respect to the top-levels of leadership and governance. Their collect viewpoints lean
towards beliefs and suggestions that multiples perspectives coupled with fair and just leadership
practices retard normative ways of thinking and operating; thus, improving efforts to obtain
equitable outcomes for diverse groups of students (Santamaría, 2014).
Diversity in teaching and leadership has been an ongoing area of focus. In an effort to
address the shortage and under representation of minority teachers in educations, calls for efforts
to increase diversity continue (Villegas & Irvine, 2010). With respect Water Creek County
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Public School District, these efforts were prioritized and mandated by the court. The
participants’ shared input gives the impression that the experience of leading the desegregation
implementation process, to varying degrees, has altered attitudes towards diversity as well as
how the district leaders approach diversity and address related concerns within the school
system. Additionally, with staffing and recruitment of employees, it was apparent that some
participants perceived that having positive interactions between students and teachers of the
same race and/or ethnicity is vital. With respect to decision-making authority, having a variety of
perspectives was equally important for most participants. Although there was not a consensus on
the mater, for some participants, interceding on behalf of groups of students who have been
historically disenfranchised appeared to be a principled idea that they were very vocal about.
In addition to making a more concerted effort to embrace and address the changing
demographics of the student population, most responses suggest that after going through the
experience of desegregating the school district, the participants have formed a better appreciation
for being more accepting and inclusive of differences. Moreover, an analysis of the interview
data reveals that the leaders made some connections between the desire to have equitable
outcomes for students and the need to increase diversity within the school district. In making this
connection, diversity can be viewed as an asset rather than an impediment to equity-centered
change and student achievement (Santamaría, 2014).
Personal Belief Systems and the Modus Operandi
Leaders’ ideologies, beliefs, and viewpoints are tightly connected to the manner in which
they approach their professional duties and responsibilities (Boykin, 2015). Therefore, when
leading equity-oriented change, individual belief systems must be commonly aligned to the
delineated goals, required actions, and desired outcomes (Lindsey & Lindsey, 2014). In an effort
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to better understand their viewpoints, beliefs, and thought processes, participants were asked to
explain why equity is relevant and worth pursuing within the context as education. Additionally,
participants discussed their perspectives regarding the role of central office administrators with
respect to making and keeping equity a focus for the school district.
When discussing why equity, is important Stephanie simply stated, “It is important
because it benefits our society to provide our students with whatever it is that they need to
achieve their goals.” Similarly, Clarence noted, “It’s important because of the outcomes for the
community. Our school system is nothing more than a microcosm of the community in which we
live.” Stephanie and Clarence related the relevance of equity to a global impact on society and
the community-at-large. Some participants articulated similar explanations. Additionally, a few
others expressed a commitment to helping all students because “it’s the right thing to do”, or
they explained that the changes related to the desegregation plan were important because “it was
the law”. For these participants, it was unclear if their articulated words and reasoning mimicked
a personal belief system that is deeply rooted in a moral imperativeness or something more
surface-level such as a perfunctory duty of their roles and responsibilities as educational leaders.
Making direct connections to the influence of district leadership with keeping equity a
key element of the district’s attention, Gloria explained her viewpoint:
If we say as school leaders that our children deserve a world-class education regardless of
the color of their skin and regardless of their zip code, then it is imperative that there is a
sense of urgency with giving students what they need, not what others have, but what
they need to be successful.

173

Furthermore, she discussed how she takes her role as a district leader very seriously. Reflecting
on her specific responsibilities as the district administrator who is in charge of monitoring the
district’s continued compliance with the court order, Gloria stated:
I want to give a hundred percent to what I do because children depend on me, parents
depend on me, colleagues depend on me. People call me to get information. So
professionally, it's an accountability for me.
From Gloria’s expressed viewpoint, district leaders’ professed beliefs about equity and schooling
should be accompanied by a high degree of commitment and earnestness. Additionally,
personally for her, in knowing that people are relying on her, Gloria views her work as a district
leader as being very impactful.
Participants also shared how their understanding has been altered regarding why the
changes were necessary and why having an equity-centered focus is important. For example,
Heather discussed an experience related to staffing that shifted her thinking on the matter.
Describing an interaction with an older African-American colleague, Heather shared the
following synopsis:
I can remember that we were reviewing some teaching certificates, and on one of the
certificates it said, “Negro”. I'd never seen that before, and she said, “Heather, with this
on the certificate, a person could only teach in certain schools.”
In reflecting on the explanation that was given to her, Heather expressed her enlightenment by
saying, “I had no idea. So, I knew then, that what we were undertaking was absolutely
necessary.” Her response suggests that viewing the dated teaching certificate, in conjunction
with her colleague’s explanation, concretized the gravity of the system-wide change efforts for
her on a personal and professional level. Additionally, it appears that after gaining more insight
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related to what some individuals perceive to be a negative symbol or reminder of the country’s
history with racism and bigotry, Heather had a different outlook regarding the desegregation
implementation process. Other participants shared similar thoughts, specifically related to
gaining more knowledge of the historical backdrop of the court case.
Leadership is accompanied by a moral obligation to all students (Gleason & Gerzon,
2014). With respect to being in a position of authority at the top levels of district leadership, this
sentiment seemed to resonate with various participants. When discussing the role of central
office administrators in championing change that is centered in more fair and just practices, the
participants gave varying, however similarly connected, responses. Moreover, some participants
appeared to be passionate about their personal quest towards ensuring equitable outcomes for all
students within the district. When asked how she perceives her role as a district-level leader in
guiding the district forward within the context of equity, Denise compellingly divulged her
feelings in the following way:
I just have to put it upon myself knowing that when policies are being recommended or
developed and when programs are being offered that I have to constantly keep that equity
piece in my mind and at the forefront. I have to make sure that everyone else is thinking
about it and that even if others can easily forget, I don't have the liberty to do that
[forget]. So, I feel like I have to remind them.
Discussing what she has learned as a result of going through the desegregation process regarding
how to respond to objections and resistance to equity-centered decisions, she continued by
stating, “You have to stand by your moral compass. You just don't have the liberty of worrying
about how you're going to be perceived by people. When you're on the right side of right, you'll
be okay.” Denise’s comments align with ideas that not only is it important for leaders to
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recognize inequity, they must speak up and out against it and take action as well as encourage
others to do the same (Shields, 2009). Several other participants referred to the idea of being
guided by a moral compass with respect to their roles and responsibilities. Given an equally
yoked response, Gloria stated:
Their role is important because if your leaders are not going to move forward those who
are following are not going to move forward. So, there has to be clear and concise
communication of, “These are our shortfalls, and this is how we're going to address
them.”. And then, there needs to be progress monitoring on whether we are addressing
them or not. And if they are, how are we addressing them? And if we see success in one
area then can that be replicated to see success in another area?
Gloria’s response suggests that leaders set the tone for other stakeholders, especially internally.
With respect to equity-oriented change, in addition to effectively communicating to stakeholders
what the issues are as well as how they will be addressed, ongoing monitoring and assessment
are essential. However, Gloria expressed that she believes that individuals at the top levels of
authority need to adapt or alter some of their work habits and thought patterns. In order to do so,
district leaders must embody certain characteristics, she explained:
There has to be a willingness to admit that I don't know everything. I can be the leader,
but I may not know everything that I need to know. The others are willingness to change,
willingness to listen, and a knowledge base of the importance of planning inclusively. I
think that when you have those things as a leader then that person becomes a
transformational leader. This is necessary for any type of initiative.
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Gloria’s responses suggest that in order for equity-focused change initiatives to happen and be
maintained in the district, shifts have to happen regarding some top-level leaders’ attitudes and
beliefs.
Agreeing with other participant’s noted viewpoints, Clarence added a different
perspective regarding what how central office leaders can keep equality and equity as a priority
for the district. Discussing concerns related to policy development, he stated:
Equity is easy to talk about. It probably has a very black and white simple definition the
way most people believe that it is. A lot of issues that we have with equity are really
systemic because of the policies that kind of lock us in to doing things certain ways that
may prevent us from really getting kids equal access in maybe the true sense of equity.
Clarence perceived that in addition to other factors, the formation and execution of some policies
hinder leaders’ abilities to address equity-related concerns. In noting an example, he explained
that the guidelines for determining the teacher-to-pupil ratio do not consider the specific needs of
individual students and schools. According to Clarence, this policy and the way similar policies
are implemented and structured “retard the ability to grow and meet every child's needs”. To
address this issue, Clarence stated that district-level leaders must “be bold in challenging some of
those archaic policies”. His comments suggest that some internal and external policies conflict
with the aims of equity-centered change.
Leading systematic change requires deliberate actions and a deep level of reflection
throughout the process (Glanz, 2005). Sinek (2009) offers three lines of inquiry to guide
transformation efforts: what, how, and why. Analyzing this concept within the context of equitycentered change, Lindsey and Lindsey (2014) note that the first two questions refer to the desired
outcomes and describes the mechanisms that will be employed to achieve those designated goals.
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The latter question explains the importance and purpose or gives the rationale. In order to lead,
manage, and sustain system-wide change, starting with the “why” of the work at hand is highly
encouraged and recommended (Lindsey & Lindsey, 2014; Sinek, 2009).
Despite there being a variance in how the participants conceptualized the meaning of
equity, there appeared to be a consensus regarding their perceptions with respect to the
importance of achieving equity in education and their role as district leaders in maintaining a
focus on equity. The participants’ combined articulated thoughts give the impression that they
have a global understanding of why pursing and ensuring equitable outcomes for all students is
important and significant. Additionally, the suggestions presented related to the role of district
leaders in addressing unjust practices and leading equity-based change efforts have the
appearance of being creditable and well thought-out. Moreover, the participants’ viewpoints
offer a window into seeing how their personal perceptions and beliefs are linked to their work as
district-level leaders.
An analysis of data revealed inconsistencies in how the participating leaders
conceptualized the meaning of equity. This level of disconnect raises concerns related to the
effectiveness of the implementation process, ensuring that the change initiatives are selfsustaining, and making continued improvement. With respect to leading equity-centered change,
the manner in which equity is collectively defined & framed is significant to the success and
sustainability of transformation efforts (Park, Daly, & Guerra, 2013).
On the surface, “doing the right thing” on behalf of children appears to be a very simple
concept. However, the complexity of this simple term is made evident through the shared
experiences of these participating leaders. Their personal stance, intuitiveness, and forethought
on equity shapes and frames their work as district-level administrators.
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Educational leaders, although unwritten, are bound by an ethical creed that is tantamount
to a physician’s Hippocratic Oath (Bredeson, 2005). Without any stipulations, they are obligated
to advance learning and educational opportunities for all children while effecting change that
seeks to limit or eliminate any unjust practices and inequitable structures (Gleason & Gerzon,
2014; Palmer, 2008). Subsequently, in order for equity-based educational change efforts to be
sustained and improved, leaders at the highest levels of authority must take personal inventory of
their moral obligations, make necessary adjustments, and deliberately take action (Burnes & By,
2012).
Chapter 4: Summary
This chapter detailed the findings of this study through the explication of five emergent
themes. The experiences shared by the district-level leaders in this study regarding the
implementation of the massive changes related to desegregating Water Creek Public School
System expose the challenges and barriers associated with leading unplanned change.
Additionally, positive aspects and opportunities that resulted from this change process were
revealed. Furthermore, the leaders’ experiences underscore the relevant correlations and
connectedness between change, equity, and leadership at the top levels of learning.
The guiding research questions, which are aligned to the emergent themes, will be
answered and discussed in the succeeding chapter.
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION
This research study aimed to examine and conceptualize the experiences of central officebased administrators in creating and leading a system-wide transformation. In this concluding
chapter, the essential questions that framed the study will be answered and discussed. The
interpreted findings, based on systematic data analysis and safeguards for trustworthiness, will be
situated within both empirical and theoretical literature. Additionally, suggested limitations
germane to this study will be noted. Recommendations related to future directions in practice,
policy implementation, and research are proposed. The chapter will conclude with a reflective
summation.
Summary of the Study and Key Findings
Leadership at the district level is a contributing factor to student achievement and the
overall success of individual schools and school districts as a whole; however, research on
district-level leadership has traditionally been inconsistent and limited (Rorrer, Skrla, &
Scheurich, 2008; Spillane & Thompson, 1997; Young, 2011). Until recently, little has been
known about their role in leading systemic change (Heller, 2018) and policy implementation
(Marsh, 2000). Moreover, with respect to leading equity-oriented transformations, even less is
known as most research and scholarship has centered on the work of leaders and administrators
at the school-building level (Shields, 2017). Considering their direct involvement in formulating
and executing change initiatives, understanding the role and influence of central office-based
leaders is paramount.

180

Theme 1:
Personal Experiences
Frame Professional
Actions and Decisions

•Childhood Memories
•Education as a Career Path

•Experiences with Desegregation
•Change of Scenery Yields a Change in Viewpoint

•A Little “Unknown” Black History Fact

Theme 2:
Unprepared for the
Unexpected

•Building the Plane While Flying
•Monitoring is Essential
•In Good Faith vs. Compliance
•Politics in Policy Implementation
•Resistance: An Outgrowth of Fear & Lack of
Information

Theme 3:
Capacity & Structure at
the Top

•A Strong Knowledge Base: Educating vs. Informing
•Control the Message
•Operating in Silos
•Sustainability: The Succession of Progress
•Shedding a Light: The 3 A’s

Theme 4:
Force – A Prelude to a
System-wide Focus on
Equity

•Numbers Don’t Lie
•Discussing the Black & White Elephants in the
Room
•A Seat at the Table
•Access Granted & Opportunities Offered
•A Way Forward for All

Theme 5:
Equity – A Simple, Yet
Complex Concept

•Equity: Understanding the Lexicon
•Central Office: A Place Where Representation
Really Matters
•Personal Belief Systems: A Modus Operandi

Figure 1. Study's emergent themes and sub-themes
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Designed as an instrumental case study, this research project examined district-level
leaders’ experiences with implementing a desegregation order in Water Creek County Public
School District. The participating central office administrators’ shared experiences, taken
together, illustrate the significance of district-level leadership in leading and managing equityoriented change. Subsequently, analysis of multiple sources of data revealed the five following
emergent themes that answered the study’s over-arching guiding question and sub-questions:
Theme 1: Personal Experiences Frame Professional Actions and Decisions; Theme 2:
Unprepared for the Unexpected; Theme 3: Capacity & Structure at the Top; Theme 4: Force –
A Prelude to a System-wide Focus on Equity; and Theme 5: Equity – A Simple, Yet Complex
Concept. Figure 1 summarizes the study’s emergent themes and associated sub-themes.
Collectively, these themes and sub-themes illustrate a descriptive explanation regarding how
district-level leaders implement court-ordered desegregation plans.
Interacting with the participating district leaders from Water Creek proved to be very
enlightening, insightful, and informative. Additionally, the interview sessions provided
opportunities for mutual reflection concerning the practice of leadership and its global influence
on the teaching and learning process. Their shared experiences deepen understandings with
respect to the role of leadership in creating, leading, managing, and sustaining systemic equitydriven change.
Interpretation of Findings to Address the Research Questions
The findings of this study point to key concepts within the existing body of research and
literature on systemic change (Burke, 2017; Childress, 2009; Elmore, 2000; Fullan, 2002; Fullan,
2012; Malopinsky & Osman, 2006; O’Day & Smith, 2016). One central research question guided
this role of central office administrators in implementing, leading, and managing massive
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system-wide change efforts: How do district-level leaders implement court-ordered
desegregation plans? However, the answers to the accompanying sub-questions illuminate the
intricacies of the process of implementing the court mandated plan and the associated changes.
Therefore, the sub-questions, which are directly aligned to the study’s emergent themes, will be
answered and addressed first.
How did the district leaders prepare and plan for the various stages of the desegregation
implementation process?
Desegregating Water Creek Public Schools was a massive change effort. The court
directed the district leaders to eliminate all remnants of racial disparities that had been
institutionalized in various areas within the district. With the size, demographic make-up, and
geographic location of the district, these marching orders required comprehensive system-wide
transformation at every organizational level. Consistent with the research and literature on school
desegregation efforts (Goldring, Crowson, Laird, & Berk, 2003; Orfield, 1975; O’Day & Smith,
2016; Patton, 2014; Rossell, 1978; Sommerville, 1980), the desegregation implementation
process challenged all stakeholders in Water Creek to adopt new practices and adjust their ways
of thinking.
The superintendent and board members were tasked with formulating and adopting new
policies as well as building political will for the change initiatives. Moreover, district leaders at
the central office were required to execute as well as comply with the new policies and court
mandates. These policies and changes in practice impacted every aspect of the school district
such as curriculum, academic programs, staffing, recruitment, facilitates, transportation, and
student assignments. At the school building level, in addition to adopting various new curriculum
programs and models, leaders were responsible for acclimating new students and teachers to the
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schools. This type of radical change required a new vision, a change in culture, and a new way
of doing things (Burke, 2017). However, district-level leaders reported being unprepared for this
level of change; and thereby, did not adequately plan and prepare internal and external
stakeholders for the implementation process.
According to the participants, despite the 2007-2008 school term being designated for
planning, they had very little involvement in the development and planning phases of the
desegregation process. This lack of involvement limited their knowledge of plan. Furthermore,
participants felt that the district-level leadership team neglected to plan, establish, and
communicate a shared vision for the overarching goals of the change process during the initial
implementation year. While having a robust public relations campaign, participants felt that they
failed to educate all stakeholders regarding the significance and relevance of the plan and the
associated changes. The participants also reported that they attempted to inform parents and
community members of the changes in a variety of ways such as holding community meetings,
canvasing neighborhoods, and speaking on radio shows. Nevertheless, the participants perceived
that an adequate job was not done with respect to giving a rationale for the changes or explaining
how individual groups of people would be impacted.
Additionally, from their perspective, the lightning-speed rollout of the plan attributed to
the resistance, leaving the district susceptible to reemerging past practices. Participants voiced
that they felt that the changes should have been implemented in phases. Clement (2014) asserts
that teachers resist externally imposed change because they are not given time to process, digest,
and adjust to the changes.
In assessing institutional preparedness for school desegregation, Patton (2014) illustrated
a different experience from this study’s finding. The participants in her study attributed the
184

success and effectiveness of their desegregation implementation process to the district leaders’
forethought and careful planning. By being proactive, the district leaders in her study were able
to educate all stakeholders, including students and parents, on the relevancy of the plan and
associated changes.
By contrast, in this study, when discussing preparing to execute and implement the
mandated changes and policies, participants stated that there were a few meetings held which
focused on compliance and registration issues. However, according to the participants, most of
the implementation directives were delivered through detailed memoranda and emails from the
attorneys and the superintendent, which came at a very fast pace.
Beyond discussing how they mailed out notifications to families regarding school
assignments, staffing changes, and how to strategize for logistical tasks such as transportation
routes and redrawing attendance zones, participants were not able to provide any additional
information related to planning for the implementation process. They all perceived that not being
involved in the planning and early implementation phases as a problematic because it limited
their ability to support other stakeholders with respect to understanding and accepting the various
required changes. In reference to inadequate planning and limited forethought, the political
backlash associated with redrawing school attendance zones can yield adverse reactions that are
significant and consequential; therefore, when making decisions regarding closing, redistricting,
and restructuring schools, leaders must be cognizant of all possible ramifications of their actions
and decisions (Siegel-Hawley; Bridges, & Shields, 2017).
In what ways did the district leaders engage all stakeholders in the change process?
Connecting the underpinning values of transformation efforts with the overarching values
and beliefs of those on the receiving end of the change is important to successfully implementing
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and sustaining change efforts (Burnes & Jackson, 2011). In the case of Water Creek County,
participants reported that the change message for the desegregation implementation process was
communicated within the context of the changes being mandated by law. Additionally, direct
attention was placed on punitive consequences. Discussing drawbacks to this strategy,
participants voiced that engaging both internal and external stakeholders from this standpoint of
enforcement and compliance, impacted their willingness to be accepting of the changes and
compliant with regards to the new rules or procedures.
Additionally, as previously discussed, coupled with a few meetings that focused on
registration and compliance issues, the desegregation plan was reportedly executed via electronic
communications and written judicial directives. Participants perceived that this approach was
ineffective and caused confusion with respect to internal stakeholders, particularly teachers,
understanding the changes. In hindsight, they offered different ways of how the preparation and
execution could have been handled differently. For example, participants voiced concerns that
during the initial implementation phases of the plan, information regarding the purpose of the
plan was not filtered down directly to staff members as they received second-hand information
from principals. It was suggested that the district leaders should have directly engaged teachers
in on-going dialogue and conversations concerning the desegregation efforts. Participants also
voiced concerns related to how district leaders could have engaged and educated parents and
community members differently. For example, participants felt that teachers and parents needed
a better understanding of the racial context of certain race-conscious decisions that were made as
it related to special programs, school assignments, and staffing changes. The participants’
perspectives are consistent with notions that during times of transformations, people want to
know exactly how they will be impacted by the changes (Armenakis & Harris, 2002; Bolman &
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Deal, 2007; 2017; Smollan, 2011). Subsequently, the stipulated impact will guide and influence
the manner in which stakeholders will react and respond to the change efforts.
The change initiatives related the desegregation plan required all stakeholders to adapt to
new procedures and policies. Although challenging, participants discussed attempts to inform
and engage board members during the implementation process in ways such as facilitating
professional development sessions at the school board’s annual retreats. However, from their
descriptions, board members appeared to be motivated only by prospects of legal ramifications.
As evidenced by the many documented notes from the court monitor’s annual reports and the
monthly compliance reports, board members were frequently reprimanded, and at times,
threatened with punitive measures for inappropriate behavior related to interfering in the
desegregation efforts. It is important to note that interference from school board members was
noted within each document reviewed for this study.
Participants consistently voiced that board members attempted to interfere with various
prohibited aspects of the plan and implementation process such as the appointments of school
leaders, promotions, teacher transfers, admission procedures for the specialty schools, and
attendance zone assignments for students. Describing her perception of school board members’
attitudes toward the changes and their attempts to interfere in the school assignment process for
students, Gloria stated, “Board members did not always embrace the expectations of Planters or
what we were trying to accomplish. They still wanted to do things the old way, which was either
their way or dealing with favors.” She went on to discuss that some board members would
instruct their constituents to do things that were against the updated policies and mandates such
as enrolling their children in schools outside of their assigned attendance zones, applying for
transfers for which they were not eligible, and giving custody of their children to other
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individuals in order to attend certain schools. Similarly, other participants discussed that some
school members played upon people’s fears regarding the changes such as circulating incomplete
information to teachers regarding the teacher transfer process. Moreover, participants stated that
during public meetings or when talking with media outlets, some school board members spoke
negatively of the desegregation implementation process.
Reimer (2015) asserts that during times of change and transition, governing leaders
should look outward to the people and students that they serve, in lieu of being consumed by
internal personal motives. However, with respect to stakeholders from Water Creek adhering to
the court-mandated changes, the participants reported that the board members’ attempts to
circumvent the change process caused problems with the execution of the plan at the central
office building and at school-building level. Taken together, the participants’ collective accounts
suggest that instead of being supportive and unifying, board members were very divisive and
distracting throughout the process. Furthermore, this finding indicates that in addition to issues
associated with stakeholders’ lack of understanding and acceptance of desegregation plan, the
implementation process was compounded by political interference and meddling.
Garnering the support of the community to change course with respect to their habits and
practices was also a complex undertaking as community members were not typically included in
decision-making processes. As a component to the desegregation plan, the superintendent was
required to establish a community task force which consisted of district administrators,
community members, faith-based leaders, and community business partners. All participants
reported that to their recollection, with the exception of the public comments segment at the
school board meetings, this was the first time that parents and the community-at-large were
given a platform to be a part in leading and supporting changes within the district.
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According to most accounts, the advisory committee was essential to arbitrating the
relationship between the district and the community as well as holding all parties accountable.
Additionally, the task force assisted the district in communicating the various changes to parents
and community members. They held community meetings and forums at schools and in
churches.
Participants consistently stated that the task force served as a voice for parents and
community members. As described by Gloria, “The Planters task force served as a voice for the
community. Not only to have a voice, but to feel free to have a voice… free of retaliation in any
way, shape, or form.” By serving in this capacity, the taskforce was a resource for parents to
discuss their concerns related to issues of inequity and discrimination that occurred within the
district. In turn, the taskforce functioned as an advocate for parents and community members by
addressing their concerns with the school board, district leadership, and at times, the court.
Additionally, some task force members galvanized and engaged other community groups in the
process of challenging unfair and unjust practices within the school district. Participants viewed
the Planters task force as well as the other community groups’ involvement as being critically
important in making the necessary changes within the district. In Water Creek County, building
community alliances was instrumental in the district gaining unitary status. Additionally, the
high level of community involvement, assisted with attempts to keep the district compliant with
the requirements of the desegregation consent order (Adair, 2005; Patton, 2014).
What are the perceived barriers, challenges, and accomplishments experienced by the district
leaders during the implementation process?
In addition to a lack of collaboration at the central office, the district leaders’ limited
knowledge base and inexperience with leading large-scale change efforts were contributing
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factors to the challenges and barriers related to the desegregation implementation process. Many
top-level authorities are ill-equipped and lack the knowledge-base as well as advanced skill sets
needed to lead equity-driven charge (Petty, 2010). However, as noted by Everson and Bussey
(2013), unfamiliarity of issues relating to inequities and injustices does not exempt leaders from
being held morally and professionally accountable for attempting to address and correct these
matters.
Equality and educational equity are tightly connected to personal beliefs. Furthermore,
leaders’ personal values and viewpoints shape and influence their professional judgements,
decisions, and practices (Petty, 2010; Boykin, 2015). Despite the visible and acknowledged
normative views and biased beliefs, minimum attention was given to reshaping the culture of the
district and addressing areas related to racism. According to the participants, the district offered
narrowly focused professional development on the importance of diversity in schools as well as
repercussions for not implementing the mandates with fidelity. However, participants perceived
the training to be fruitless and of little impact with respect to reforming various stakeholders’
belief systems, especially for leaders at the administrative building.
Managing the resistance to the change efforts was difficult and challenging for the district
leaders. The participants described the resistance as being multi-dimensional and/or
multidirectional. Multifaceted resistance is not uncommon; however, limited attention has been
given to multi-layered resistance within social justice and equity-centered contexts (Hynds,
2010). In identifying the types of resistance faced within a social justice context, Hynds (2010)
found that in the absence of shared vision, leaders faced resistance from both dominate and
minority groups. Similarly, in assessing the level of resistance experienced by social justice
principals within an inclusion setting, Theoharis (2007) noted that in addition to resistance from
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internal stakeholders, leaders had to address opposition from the district-level leadership which
was manifested in the form of limited support for the equity-centered work at the school-building
level.
Participants were able to identify reasons for the resistance such as fear, lack of
information, and personal normative views and beliefs. These reasons are consistent with
research that provides reasons that individuals and organizations resist change (Kotter &
Schlesinger, 2008; Smollan, 2011). However, the district leaders were not skilled at determining
and responding with targeted countermeasures, nor did they have the necessary tools to manage
and reduce the resistance (Kotter & Schlesinger, 2008; Malopinsky & Osman, 2006). Previous
studies found similar results with respect to social justice-oriented teachers and leaders being illprepared to manage the resistance and/or utilizing strategies that proved to be ineffective (Hynds,
2010; Theoharis, 2007).
Having to resort to exclusively using punitive threats of judicial reprimands to counteract
the resistance, the district leaders relied heavily on the desegregation implementation process
being monitored by internal and external entities. Participants in this study consistently
expressed that due to the resistance and political attempts to interfere with mandated changes, the
monitoring was essential. These perceptions mirror the viewpoints shared by participants in
Patton’s (2014) dissertation study concerning judicial oversight. In that study, the participants
asserted that in the absence of the court’s direct supervisions, changes would not have been
made, and the district would have proceeded with “business as usual”.
A final barrier to the implementation process is related to sustaining the changes. After
going through years of transformation and change to address educational inequality within the
school district, participants reported that past behaviors and practices have reemerged as a result
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of the district no longer being under direct control of the court. Although the district is partially
monitored through an internal structure, the district leaders perceived that external force and/or
supervision is still necessary. The participants connected these perceived shortcomings to the
level of resistance that was observed as well as the district’s inability to sustain some of the
equity-centered practices such as maintaining diversity in staffing and increasing the number of
minority students enrolled in selection admissions schools.
The most salient perceived accomplishments or benefits of the desegregation case being
revived were related to the element of force. The participants consistently shared that the
resurfaced court case and implementation process forced the school system, and more
specifically central office leadership, to acknowledge the district’s historical and institutionalized
issues related to race, bigotry, and privilege. It required them to be more aware of how racism
and exclusion manifested itself in current discriminatory practices and marginalizing policies
related to aspects such as the promotion of minority administrators to academic-based leadership
positions, the assignment of highly qualified teachers to schools, and the allocation of funding
and resources. Most importantly, as a direct consequence of the court’s mandates, the district
was obligated and forced to take action. Acknowledgement and awareness alone are not enough;
however, they are starting points (Shields, 2014). Therefore, intentional actions and deliberate
deeds effect change.
How have district leaders altered their practices and perspectives as well as reformed district
policies as a result of the desegregation implementation process?
Change in any form can be unpredictable, uncomfortable, and unwanted. However, as
stated by Fullan (2012), “The secret of growth and development is learning how to contend with
the forces of change— turning positive forces to our advantage, while blunting negative ones”
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(p. vii). As previously discussed, participants consistently shared that the resurfaced court order
elevated their level of consciousness with respect to the racial inequities within the school
district. The disparities, as evidenced by the reported figures such as the number of racially
segregated schools, the percentage of uncertified teachers assigned to minority-dominant schools
and the limited number minority leaders, were undeniable. Therefore, they were forced to
address the issue. In the case of Water Creek County, it appears that top level leaders needed
verifiable data as evidence to acknowledge the racial issues as well as abandon their normative
beliefs and practices.
Additionally, it revealed the duplicity in common day-to-day practices and widely-used
procedures within the school district, especially with respect to student assignments, staffing
structures, and the allocation of resources. At the time, regardless of the needs of the school,
funding allocations were based on an even distribution of funds. Similarly, the staffing formula
was not equity-based. Moreover, the resurfaced court case exposed the number of students who
were attending schools outside of their attendance zones without appropriate district approval.
The process changed various functions of the district related to student assignments, diversitydriven recruitment practices, data-driven decisions, and providing access to various learning
opportunities. Recruitment initiatives shifted to focus on a diverse body of applicants. With
respect to increasing the number of minority students in specialty programs, leaders started to
advertise at all of the schools instead of a select few. Subsequently, recruiters began to visit
predominately-black colleges and enlist the help support of minority professional organizations.
With respect to additional programs that were created and offered, parents were given a variety
of programs to choose from such as academic acceleration, performing arts, science and
technology, language emersion, and charter schools.
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Moreover, the participants collectively voiced that the mandated process, although
challenging, resulted in the district addressing equity-related concerns for other populations of
diverse students. The participants discussed having a strong focus on addressing the needs of
students with learning differences and exceptionalities, limited proficiency in English, and low
socioeconomic practices because of going through the desegregation process. However, in the
same vein, they noted that some of the attention given to these specific populations is a direct
result of having to meet requirements of equity-framed accountability mandates or being
compliant with a judgement or complaint from the Office of Civil Rights.
Describing how the accountability system helps with keeping equitable outcomes a
priority in the district, with respect to being required to address academic performance issues for
designated subgroups of students, Denise viewed the federal guidelines as being akin to “Big
Brother”. She explained her position in the following way:
Big Brother is watching how you're operating with these subgroups. You can
discriminate and be disparaging if you want, but you're going to get a letter grade. So,
that part of it helps some. But you know, you can you can still select in some places who
you want to educate. Accountability can’t take care all of it.
Denise’s viewpoints, in conjunction with similar thoughts from other participants, points back to
the level of force and coercion that some participants assert is needed in order to address equity
issues within the school system. Moreover, based on their interactions and expressed viewpoints,
it appears that most of these participating district leaders have some level of commitment to their
espoused focus on ensuring equitable outcomes for all students. However, their shared
experiences and viewpoints suggest that some top-level leaders, and the district as a whole, are
only concerned with having the appearance of being equity-focused. With respect to whether the
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district has an authentic commitment with respect to focusing on equity-driven change, the
findings of this study are inconclusive.
How do district-level leaders implement court-ordered desegregation plans?
In the case of Water Creek County Public School District, the answer to this question is
very simple— by force. Through the reconstructed experiences of the participating district
leaders, as well as a review of pertinent court documents, it can be deduced that at every turn,
such as acknowledging as well as addressing existing disparities, developing and implementing
more fair, equitable, inclusive practices, and including parents and community members in
decision-making processes, direct mandates from both internal and external authorities were
required and warranted. The findings of this study suggest that in Water Creek County, district
leaders implemented the court-ordered desegregation plan by forcing stakeholders to comply
with the changes by using threats of punitive recourse as motivators for compliance, monitoring
the process closely, and holding individuals accountable for non-compliance. Moreover, in the
absence of direct supervision and monitoring, data from this study indicates that maintaining
compliance with the court-order changes is a continued area of concern.
Conclusions
The conclusions of this study lead to six key points presented in brief: (1) The work and
guidance of district-level leaders is critical to implementing and sustaining equity-centered
change; (2) Lack of capacity at the district level complicates complex change processes; (3)
Failure to use appropriately matched change approaches, techniques, and processes restricts the
sustainability of change initiatives; (4) Functioning as a joint coalition, parents in tandem with
community groups, can be instrumental in creating and leading system-wide change efforts; (5)
The practice of functioning in isolation at the central office level of leadership is counter195

productive to equity-centered practices; and (6) Externally-imposed mandates can serve as
opportunities for growth and improvement; however, district-level leaders must have a strong
knowledge base and skill-set to lead and move this work forward. Moreover, district-level
leaders must view their responsibilities for creating and cultivating fair, just, and equitable
learning environments as a moral imperative (Fullan, 2003).
In response to externally-imposed mandates, leaders need to be more responsive and less
reactive in order to create internal change (Petrides, McClelland, & Nodine, 2004). With respect
to the many challenges and obstacles presented through the findings of this study, Water Creek
County Public School District may not be viewed as an exemplar case of desegregation.
However, considered from a different perspective, the district’s desegregation journey, albeit at a
surface or superficial level, serves an example of how a district can use court-ordered mandates
as a baseline to re-position and move the entire district towards a system-wide focus on equity.
Taken together, findings from this case study indicate that the espoused focus and work related
to equity-driven transformations is in its infancy stage in Water Creek County. Additionally, for
various reasons that will be explicated in the forthcoming sections, the findings specifically
related to the district leaders’ experiences, lessons learned, and their perceived shortcomings in
the implementation process yield several implications for equity-centered practices at the top
levels of leadership.
Implications for the Field of Educational Leadership
The current research literature on equity-oriented change primarily centers on the work of
leaders at the school-building level (Theoharis, 2007) and the isolated or calculated actions of
superintendents (Shields, 2017). These studies emphasize the role of school-building leaders and
superintendents in balancing managerial responsibilities and leading transformation efforts
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within social-justice contexts. In refence to equity-driven change, Talbert-Johnson (2000) calls
for more scholarship and attention given to efforts that seek to re-culture and restructure
schooling with respect to the implementation of practices and policies that yield fair outcomes
for all students. This study answers this call by focusing on central office-based leadership, the
level of management where most district policies and practices are initially conceived, created,
and implemented. The findings of this study, in combination with review of literature, yield
several implications related to district-level leadership and equity-centered change.
Building Capacity to Understand and Lead Change at the District Level
Change can be planned or unexpected, either of which requires modifications to existing
structures and demands strategic responses from leaders at various levels (Bolman & Deal, 2017;
Fullan, 2012). According to Marshak and Bushe (2018), planned change is manageable in that it
allows leaders to be analytical, diagnostic, and prescriptive. However, most change is unplanned;
therefore, managing unexpected change enforced by an external entity, as in the case of the
resurrection of the Planters desegregation court order, is critical (Fullan, 2012).
Leadership is a critical and significant factor during times of change, transitions, and
crisis (Browne, 2006). The capacity and structure of central office leadership is critical to the
success of implementation processes. However, with respect to mobilizing all-encompassing
change efforts, the skill set of district leaders is limited because they have traditionally been
concerned with logistical, managerial, and compliance-related responsibilities (Honig, 2013).
Additionally, district leaders have received training in monitoring regulations and implementing
academic program; however, professional training that focuses on technical approaches do not
support the district leaders in achieving the desired outcomes related to deep-rooted, systemic
change (Honig, 2013).
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In order to elevate learning for all students, district leaders must create and cultivate
learning environments that support an equity-centered agenda. To realize significant and
sustainable improvement in all students, Childress (2009) encourages district leaders to adopt
rigorous, standard-based expectations and aligned curriculum. Moreover, in addition to utilizing
foundational skills as building blocks, leaders should cultivate collaborative and inclusive work
environments as well as communicate expectations for behaviors that are bent towards achieving
system-wide success. Finally, Childress (2009) urges leaders to lead for equity starting with
acknowledging and confronting issues of race with respect to student achievement.
This study highlights a critical area of concern related to managing resistance to equitybased change. With respect to leaders’ inability to manage and address multifaceted resistance,
this study’s findings run parallel to other examinations that reflect the complexity of addressing
resistance with the absence of adequate skill sets and strategies (Hynds, 2010; Theoharis, 2007).
Given the experiences of Water Creek County districts leaders with encountering multidirectional resistance, district leaders would be well served to strategize on mechanisms or
techniques to combat and overcome resistance as well as being able to calculate countermeasures
(Kotter & Schlesinger, 2008).
Additionally, as evidenced by the findings of this study related to developing, executing,
and understanding the overarching goals of the desegregation plan, the effectiveness of policy
goals and outcomes can be hampered by coherence issues or areas of disconnection related to
policy development, implementation, and leadership (Honig & Hatch, 2004). In the case of
Water Creek County, participants noted several areas of inconsistency related to the conflicts
between the updated students transfer processes and federal regulations for homeless and
transitional students. Another example of disconnection was related to policies that established
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specialty schools and magnet programs. A major aspect of the plan was to increase student
diversity in these programs and schools; however, other policies and legislations prevented
leaders from using race as a determining factor for admissions processes. These policies also did
not delineate or address the necessary support and training needed for the maintaining the
specialized programs. Additionally, the policies that established the racial compositions for
staffing formulas appeared to increase racial segregation and isolation for some schools.
Moreover, the policies that dictate how schools are staffed did not take into consideration the
needs of individual students and schools. In many instances, these policies and decisions gave
the appearance of being incoherent and/or counterproductive to equity-centered transforms.
Furthermore, the functioning of districts is traditionally isolated in nature (Honig, 2003).
This was also the case with respect to the structure in Water Creek County. Participants reported
that isolated structure prevented them from collaborating on the changes in process. From their
perspective, by not being on the same page, this caused departments to duplicate efforts, and at
times, make decisions that were counterproductive to other departments. For example,
participants reported that when hiring principals and teachers for the specialized programs and
schools, the academic department was not consulted, and generic staffing decisions were made.
Therefore, in many instances, employees with limited or no specialized training were hired.
In considering the expressed concerns of the participants, operating in silos appears to be
counterintuitive to efforts that seek to shift the district’s focus and efforts on providing high
quality learning opportunities for all students. With respect to Water Creek County, this manner
of functioning elicited a lack communication and coordination with respect to the expectations of
the desegregation consent decree (Jackson & McIver, n.d.). This finding appears to support
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arguments aimed at restructuring the central office to embrace equity-based change and support
instructional improvement.
Equity-centered improvement and transformation are complex and require a collaborative
approach to problem solving (Honig, 2013). With respect to eliminating siloed ways of
functioning, Jackson and McIver (n.d.) suggest that district leaders offer on-going training and
coaching on collaborative work, establish clear expectations, and create cross-functional teams
to address district-wide change initiatives. Moreover, by abandoning habits to silo, leaders at the
central office can take ownership of and be held accountable for equity-informed improvements
for all students and schools.
Equality and Equity in Education
Inequities and injustice within education are reflective of overarching ills of society.
Historical as well as existing educational inequities are widely-known and well-documented
(U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 2007; U.S. Office for Civil Rights, 2018; U.S. Government
Accountability Office, 2016). Segregated schools have been declared to be illegal for several
decades, and in some realms of society, the operation of dual systems is viewed as being
immoral. Nevertheless, segregation within the educational setting has been “adaptable to change
and resistant to policy” (Foley, 2018, p. 2). This is due to social, cultural, and political influences
(Foley; 2018; Talbert-Johnson, 2000).
In addition to widely-held beliefs that schools should be integrated, the benefits of school
integration in schooling has been thoroughly examined and assessed which include, but are not
limited to, academic gains (Luce, 1999); increased test scores, college preparedness, and work
readiness (Orfield, 2010); decrease in discriminatory practices and bigoted viewpoints (Orfield,
Frankenberg, & Siegel-Hawley, 2010); and improved abilities to function in multicultural
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contexts (Frankenberg, 2003). However, the reality is “demographics and politics have left many
students in segregated schools” (Talbert-Johnson, 2000; p. 12). Moreover, research provides
evidence to show that racial segregation is frequently accompanied by other disadvantaging
elements such poor teacher quality, inadequate conditions for learning, and limited access to
resources and programs (Irvine & Irvine, 1983; Lhamon, 2014; Office of Civil Rights, 2018;
U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2016). Also, in addition to racial segregation, schools
can be isolated by class, language, and other differences (Orfield, Frankenberg & Siegel-Hawley,
2010).
Although the utilization of mandated race conscious policies similar to Water Creek
County’s desegregation plan are steadily being eliminated and/or abandoned by courts and
school systems, the problems that they aim to address still remain in place in many schools and
districts across the country. Implementing a desegregation plan within this age of shifting
demographics as well as robust accountability measurements is challenging. This study’s
findings related to the need and expressed desires of the district leaders to go beyond racial
balancing is consistent with updated guidance and research on equality in education (Brayboy,
Castagno, & Maughan, 2007; Green & Gooden, 2016; Hilbert, 2018; Simon, Malgorzata, &
Beatriz, 2007). It is important to understand that race and equality still matter; however, within
the modern-day educational context, the focus on school desegregation and integration, whether
court-ordered or voluntarily approached, must be grander than racial harmonizing and the even
distribution of resources. As Unterhalter (2009) contends, “Just giving equal shares of time or
money will not mitigate the unfairness of existing social arrangements with regard to education,
in the many societies where the consequences of the past are written in the present” (p. 421).
Furthermore, within the school setting, Irvine and Irvine (1983) advocate for an ecological
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approach to desegregation and/or integration as it relates to the impact of the following variables:
interpersonal, institutional, and community. More specifically, this approach gives attention to
the relationship between African-American teachers and their African-American students, the
autonomy of schools, and the role of the community in school desegregation (Irvine, 1983; Irvine
& Irvine, 2007).
Within educational discourse, research, and practice, focus has shifted away from the
singular construct of racial composition or the traditional practice of racial remedies towards
creating conditions that yield positive academic and social outcomes for students within a
diverse integrated environment, inclusive of racial, culture, linguistic, and class differences
(Hilbert; 2018; Howard, 2007; Talbert-Johnson, 2000). Subsequently, through educational
reform models, local, state, and federal governances have aligned their accountability mandates
and expectations to the precepts of equity (Cook-Harvey, Darling-Hammond, Lam, Mercer, &
Roc, 2016). Therefore, school district leaders are tasked with complex responsibilities related to
improving scholastic achievement in tandem with ensuring equitable outcomes for all students.
These responsibilities are impacted by a myriad of factors such as diverse populations, learning
challenges, socioeconomic differences, externally-imposed mandates, and internal competition
for resources. Despite attempts to reform inequitable structures, this study’s findings suggest that
the current structure of schooling, how educators are prepared, and the attitudes of decision
makers yield educational organizations that embrace the status quo (Wallace, 2000). These
actions promote mediocrity and perpetuate unjust practices.
Within education, change is interchangeably referenced as being systematic and systemic.
Systematic change is often described as a linear process that is mechanic, methodical, and/or
focused on specific outcomes and end results (Carr, 1996; Glanz, 2007). Delineating between the
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two types of change, Carr (1996) suggests that “in contrast, systemic change focuses less on end
goals and more on helping individuals change their perceptions of themselves” (p. 19).
With respect to desegregating the school district, data indicates that the change process
was systematic in that the district leaders implemented and followed a procedural process or
adapted a technical approach to change that resulted in the school system gaining unitary status.
However, as a result of the leaders’ failure to give attention to the culture aspect of change, it
seems that deep-rooted, self-sustaining transformations within the Water Creek County did not
occur as evidence by the overall regression to old behaviors and behaviors across the school
system. The findings of this study underscore scholarly assertions that view desegregation and
equity-driven efforts as adaptive challenges; therefore, technical approaches will not generate the
desired systemic change (Gay, 1978; Linney, 1986; O’Brien, 2007; Oakes & Rogers, 2006;
Petty, 2010; Radd & Grosland, 2018). This level of change centers on the significance of power
imbalances, the interdependency of power dynamics, the role of context, and the relevance of
cultural understanding (Carr, 1996). Moreover, Glanz (2007) contends that culture of schools
and the belief systems of school leaders must be assessed and addressed in order to realize and
achieve systemic change. With respect to minimizing the opposition and rebellious attitudes, it
appears as though the district leaders from Water Creek County needed to build capacity for the
implementation process and “seed the culture” of the system (Fullan, 2001; Goldring, Crowson,
Laird, & Berk, 2003).
Re-Culturing of Central Office to Embrace to Equity
Every organization, institution, or company has an embedded culture or unwritten
expectations, assumed or unknowingly, that frame and dictate organizational functioning,
practices, and habits (Peterson, 2000). As has been noted, “Meaningful school improvement
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begins with cultural change—and cultural change begins with the school leader” (Douglass &
Reeves, 2006, pg. 92). Oakes & Rogers (2006) assert that inequity issues in schools are more
closely connected to political and culture change; and therefore, technical approaches are least
effective regarding deep-rooted, self-sustaining change. Instead, leaders should consider
approaches aligned with culturally responsive practices that give attention to understanding
individual beliefs and collective values, focus on collaborative work efforts, and has strong
emphasis on group and personal accountability for all students (Petty, 2015).
With respect to Water Creek County, it appears that the desegregation process was
approached from a technical perspective. The leaders’ inability to reduce resistance and sustain
some of the initial changes may be attributed to the use of this structural approach to change
(Heifetz, Grashow, & Linsky, 2009; Waters, Marzano, & McNulty, 2004). With utilizing
alternative approaches related to the cultural dimensions of change, leaders could have engaged
stakeholders in having meaningful conversation and reflecting on their own personal biases
which may have assisted them in gaining a deeper understanding and different level of
acceptance of the desegregation plan and changes. However, it is important to note that this
study does not imply that the approach taken was ineffective as the district successfully
addressed some inequity issues with ease in various areas such as facilities and transportation.
With respect to re-culturing the school district at scale, it would serve district leaders to
unearth and examine their personal norms, beliefs, and ideologies as well as the collective belief
system of the executive leadership teams. Belief systems are important. Some leaders approach
their responsibility based on normative and negative viewpoints about students’ ability and
potential (Boykin, 2015). However, failure to engage in this reflective process, all but guarantees
negative interactions with students, parents, and other internal stakeholders (Petty, 2010).
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Lindsey & Lindsey (2014) contend that progress towards equity requires district leaders to be
culturally proficient and collectively engage in reflective lines of inquiry that center on the
questions similar to the following ones provided:
•

Why might equity be a priority for school and district leaders?

•

Why might achieving equity for all as a performance leadership skill be possible?

•

Why are students from this demographic/cultural group lagging in achievement, and
have been doing so for years?

•

Why are students from this demographic/cultural group over-represented in special
education, and under-represented in honors and International Baccalaureate courses?

The authors assert that by asking these types of questions, leaders can strengthen their
knowledge base and skill set as it relates to identifying structures, behaviors, and practices that
either support or restrict achievement and growth.
With respect to implementing and leading the desegregation implementation process, the
participants’ thoughts and perspectives, taken together, suggest that starting with the “why” of
the mandated changes may have limited some of the noted challenges related to implementing
and sustaining the changes. For example, district leaders could have made more concerted efforts
to educate teachers on the identified inequities within the district along with the associated
negative outcomes that would continue to persist if left unattended. Moreover, by making these
connections and encouraging them to use their educational expertise as catalysis to address the
problems, teachers may have been more accepting rather than resistant.
Of the various court-ordered mandates, leaders in Water Creek report that they have been
able to sustain some of the changes such as increasing the number of minority leaders appointed
to academic-based positions, offering a variety of educational programs, provide diversity
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training, address facility improvements, and allocate financial resources. However, the
participants also voiced that stakeholders began to incrementally revert to past habits and
practices after the district was released from direct supervision in several ways. For example,
schools are becoming less diverse with respect to staffing and more segregated by race and class.
Additionally, the compliance office has taken on other responsibilities unrelated to assisting
parents with equity-related concerns and monitoring the district’s compliance with the
specifications of the final settlement agreement. There has also been an increase in the number of
students attending schools outside of their attendance zone. With respect to the community
groups, the district’s efforts to formally engage parents and community members in decisionmaking processes have been discontinued, to an extent. More concerning, the district as yet to be
able to devise a targeted, comprehensive academic plan that focuses on equitable, high-quality
learning initiatives that yield increased student achievement across the district. This overarching
conclusion is in harmony with various work that offers reasons why transformation efforts are
unsuccessful with respect to long-term goals (Armenakis & Harris, 2002; Kotter, 1995; Sinek,
2009). These authors find that change efforts fail because of resistance and implementation
errors such as failing to clearly communicate the change message, establishing a shared vision,
and understanding the root causes of the changes. Similarly, this study found that the leaders
experienced challenges with institutionalizing the changes within the school system.
Data from this study suggests that the desegregation implementation process led to
limited systemic transformations within the district. To be clear, this study does not offer any
conclusions regarding the success or effectiveness of the desegregation plan as this type of
assessment was not within the purview of this study. However, it is pertinent to note that the
district was able to gain unitary status within a short timeframe of three academic school terms.
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This short-term achievement should not be overlooked or taken lightly considering the
complexity of the task as well as the amount of effort given to the process as reported by the
participants. It is broadly in line with Kotter’s sixth step in leading organizational transformation
which focuses on short-term wins. In the absence of short-term accomplishments, long-term
change efforts may lose momentum (Kotter, 1995; Kotter, 2012).
System-wide Focus on Equity
Woven throughout the interactions with all participants is the concept that the forced
desegregation mandates made internal and external stakeholders aware of the inequity and racial
divisions within the district as well as forced them to acknowledge past and existing unjust
practices. Moreover, the participants perceived that as a result of the experience, the district has
turned its attention towards effecting equitable changes on behalf of all students. The importance
of this finding should not be diminished or minimized. Yet, based on the evidence, including
barriers such as the political landscape of the school system, district leaders’ lack of capacity,
and existing normative ideologies, it can be presumed that a lot of individual, internal work must
be done which must focus on examining and revolutionizing the culture of the school system,
starting with the top of the organization hierarchy. Leaders must reflect on and find ways to
compartmentalize personal beliefs and ideologies as it pertains to deficit thinking towards the
differences of students as well as communities and neighborhoods that are perceived to be
disadvantaged (Ford & Grantham, 2003; Green, 2007; Gorski & Swalwell, 2015; Hynds, 2010;
Shields, 2017; Theoharis, 2007). Clearly, equity-oriented change must begin with personal
reflection; however, this was not described in this case.
In light of their new desire to focus on equity within various contexts of schooling,
district leaders of Water Creek County, as well as other districts with similar profiles, would be
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wise to avoid addressing cultural, social, and political issues solely from a technical stance and
using punitive consequences as a motivator for compliance. The findings in this study, which
align with other studies of equity-based change, reflect that this type of approach, while yielding
surface-level desired outcomes, has very limited influence with respect to creating long-term,
deep-rooted systemic change (Talbert-Johnson, 2000; Oakes & Rogers; 2006; Heifetz, Grashow,
& Linsky, 2009; Waters, Marzano, & McNulty, 2004).
Leading with Equity, Diversity, & Inclusion in Mind
Teachers and educational leaders at every level are inherently responsible for the success
and growth of all students, irrespective of the student’s economic status, ethnicity, racial
makeup, or sexual orientation (Gleason & Gerzon, 2014). With this responsibility comes an
anticipated level of commitment, accountability, and expectations. Equity and low expectations
cannot exist in the same space. The findings of this study, in totality, indicate that within
schooling, leaders particularly at the district level, must be at the front of equity-centered
decision making, challenging and changing systems that seek to marginalize and oppress.
Moreover, in order for leaders to lead change grounded in equity, inclusion, and
diversity, leaders need to be educated on these constructs (Brown, 2004). Taking a lesson from
the study’s closing reflection activity that required the participating leaders to explain how they
conceptualize the meaning of equity, it is immensely important that district leaders develop and
effectively communicate a system-wide operational definition of equity. Inconsistent viewpoints
on equity will result in inconsistent approaches to addressing equity related issues and concerns
(Gutiérrez, 2002). The work of Scott (2001) and Skrla, Scheurich, Garcia, and Nolly (2004) can
assist in deepening and expanding leaders’ understanding of equity.
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In Water Creek, in addition to experiencing challenges with sustaining the mandated
changes, there has been some noticeable regression within the school system with respect to
decreased diversity in staffing rosters, increased racial isolation of schools, and increasing
numbers of students attending schools outside of designated attendance zone. The district and
central office-based leaders involved in this study, are not alone. This finding is consistent with
research studies that analyzed schools and school districts after gaining unitary status
(Frankenberg, 2014; Orfield & Yun, 1999; Reardon, Grewal, Kalogrides, & Greenberg, 2012).
These research studies found that after monitoring ended, school districts gradually became more
segregated, and school officials reverted to establishing discriminatory practices and enacting
disparaging policies.
Integration, diversity, inclusiveness, equality, and equity are not universally wellreceived or sought-after constructs within schooling. Beyond race, many but not all, school
systems across the country do not embrace changes rooted in equity unless it serves the interests
of those in power, and/or they are obligated to do so (Bell, 1980; Diem, Holme, Edwards,
Haynes, & Epstein, 2019). Additionally, differences in race, culture, linguistics, and class are
still too often viewed as impediments (Howard, 2007).
Moreover, this conclusion, coupled with previous findings, indicate that it is evident that
the district met the criteria for complying with the consent decree. However, it is unclear if the
district experienced an authentic transformation, one that significantly altered and improved the
culture, practices, functioning, and policies within the district. Therefore, with respect to
sustaining their espoused focus and commitment to equity, the district leaders would be wise to
address and clarify the noted ambiguities relate to defining equity and determining its value
within the district (Brayboy, Castagno, & Maughan, 2007; Jordan, 2010). In order to adequately
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redress institutionalized inequities within education, strategies that aim to disrupt the status quo,
eliminate normative aspects of the culture, reinvent practices, and restore public trust must be
employed. These strategies include, but are not limited to, having dialogue about race, offering
meaning professional learning opportunities, reflecting on implicit biases and addressing deficit
thinking (Ngounou & Gutierrez, 2017; Shields, 2009; Theoharis, 2007)
In addition to being personally engaged in professional development, leaders can ready
and prepare stakeholders for transformations by immersing them in meaningful learning and
dialogue (Childress, 2009). When offering five guiding principles related to equity-centered
professional development, Ngounou and Gutierrez (2017) highlight the sensitive nature of
addressing and having conversations about race and educational inequality. They assert that
professional learning about race is characterized by the following: (1) a systems-thinking
approach; (2) some willingness to experience discomfort; (3) people to tell their stories; and (4)
rarely leads to closure. Additionally, according to McIntyre, Botelho, Cushing, Lawson, and
McLaughlin (2016), in order to sustain equity as a valued district-wide focus, leaders must
conceptualize equity in definitive terms paying close attention to the correlation between equity
and scholastic achievement as well as other social and environmental contributing factors.
Furthermore, engaging in organizational scans (Morrison, 1993; Saxby, Parker, Nitse, &
Dishman, 2002) or equity audits (Brown, 2010; Green, 2017; Skrla, Scheurich, Garcia, & Nolly,
2004) to identify inequitable practices can assist in sustaining the system-wide pledge to keeping
equity a focus.
Community Engagement for Equity-based Change
Pursuing equitable outcomes and opportunities requires multiple levels of collaboration
(Childress, 2009). This work cannot be done independent of the community-at-large. The
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utilization of parents and community members as resources was identified as a key determining
factor with respect to the district gaining unitary status. The findings of this study suggest that
through advocacy and mandate, various community groups can be instrumental in effecting
change in a supportive manner that assists districts and schools in achieving important goals. In
Water Creek, the community groups, specifically the Planters task force, served as sounding
boards and advocates for parents and assisted district leaders with respect to communication
efforts. More importantly, parents and community members monitored the implementation
process very closely in order to ensure that the district leaders were adhering to the mandates.
Leveraging the influence, background knowledge, and commitment of community members,
advocacy groups, and community partnerships is proving to be a very effective strategy with
respect to building will and support for equity-centered change in schooling (Green, 2017; Oakes
& Lipton, 2002). With respect to authentic community engagement, (Gray, 2013) highlights the
following challenges and barriers: power imbalances, negative cultures, lack of time and
opportunity for teachers to engaged in the efforts, and lack of collaboration. Nevertheless,
engaging parents and community members in change initiatives assists in building or rebuilding
trust. Moreover, school-community relationships are strengthened, and parents and citizens alike
are empowered with respect to playing active roles in education and schooling.
An Equity-focused Agenda for District Leaders
Having an equity-focused agenda that aims to effect systemic change is complex and
fraught with barriers. The desegregation implementation process of Water Creek County Public
School District illustrates the gravity, weight, and complexity of systemic change that is
grounded in rectifying past unjust practices, curtailing current equity-related concerns, and
sustaining equity over time. According to Kozleski and Smith (2004), to effect substantial
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sustainable change, leaders must have the capacity to understand the conditions that buffet the
system and hamper efforts for more inclusive and equity-oriented practices. Similarly, Petty
(2010) urges that in order to lead, create, and manage equity-oriented transformations, leaders in
high positions of authority must possess a comprehensive skill set which includes a structural
lens, a cultural lens, and an understanding of change management.
With respect to specific skills and knowledge needed to implement equity-oriented
transformations, this report previously discussed implications related to managing opposition
(Hynds, 2010; Theoharis, 2007); creating policy coherence (Honig and Hatch, 2004);
establishing and communicating a clear vision (Honig, 2013); utilizing collaborative work
practices (Honig, 2013); re-culturing the system (Boykin, 2015); enacting an approach to change
(Talbert-Johnson, 2000; Oakes & Rogers; 2006); and possessing a deep understanding of equity
(McIntyre, Botelho, Cushing, Lawson, & McLaughlin; 2016). All things considered, these
findings holistically support assertions that the work of district leaders with respect to leading
equity-driven change and increasing student achievement is significant. Moreover, their capacity
to lead complex transformation efforts is consequential. To be clear, this is not a simple
undertaking. However, as Shields (2017) contends, leaders at the top-levels of schooling,
although restrained by external factors and internal impediments, are capable of leading from a
transformative equity-centered context; however, this requires leaders to prioritize their efforts
and balance conflicting tasks while having an over-zealous, action-driven focus on equity,
inclusion, and diversity.
Theoretical Implications
In order to garner a more thoughtful understanding of how to address is concerns with
student achievement and equity, Brown (2004) suggests that social and academic aims of
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schooling must be studied and examined from an array of vantage points and perspectives. This
examination of district-level leaders’ experiences in implementing and leading systemic change
was framed by a broad spectrum of literature on change as well as frameworks for transformative
practices. Additionally, Shields’ (2014) Eight Tenets of Transformative Leadership and Kotter’s
8 Step Change Model (1996) were given additional attention with respect to framing and
focusing the progression of this study. However, it is important to note that in an effort to
minimize being restricted to one specific theory or frame, the collective set of lenses were
loosely applied. The collective findings for this study yield four important theoretical
implications related to the examination of district leadership and equity-centered change.
First, within the current change literature, focus has been given to understanding the
levels and reasons for resistance to educational change. Kotter and Schlesinger (2008) found that
some individuals oppose change efforts as a result of feeling inadequate to lack of new skills or
knowledge. Resistance is also influence by political viewpoints and personal beliefs (Yılmaz &
Kılıçoğlu, 2013). Similar to the findings of this study, Smollan (2011) notes that individuals
leading change initiatives resist change efforts. Additionally, mechanisms to counteract and
preempt opposition to change has been examined. Kotter & Schlesinger (1979) identified six
techniques that assist in reducing opposition to change: educating stakeholders beforehand;
participating in the process; being supportive; offering incentives; using manipulations; and
giving mandates.
Faced with multi-directional resistance, the district leaders from Water Creek County
lacked skills and strategies to address the various levels of opposition to the change process. The
findings of this study reaffirm the calls by social justice scholars that seek to identify and
understand approaches to managing multi-dimensional resistance within a social justice context
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(Hynds, 2010; Theoharis, 2007). While most extant educational scholarly work has focused on
change at the school-building level, the findings of this study can segue into future investigations
related to the capacity of district leaders to manage multifaceted resistance, specifically related to
assessing the leaders’ effectiveness with respect to identifying the levels and reasons
stakeholders resist equity-centered change efforts. Additionally, the findings of this study
indicate a need for additional focus on top-level leaders’ abilities to select and utilize appropriate
countermeasures that aim to reduce and eliminate resistance to change efforts.
Secondly, Shields (2009) characterizes transformative practices as collaborative
approaches to effecting deep-rooted changes that center on minimizing the marginalization of
disadvantaged individuals and groups of people. While some transformative practices were
broadly revealed, this study’s findings suggest that transactional practices were more evident and
in place throughout the desegregation implementation process. Compliance with the court order
appeared to be the driving force of the change process. However, for district-level leaders in this
study, the resurfaced court case elevated their consciousness with respect to degree of inequality
and inequity that was present within the district and required them to focus on establishing fair
and more just practice and policies. Moreover, this study’s findings related to the level of
resistance and political interference, in conjunction with the district’s challenges with sustaining
the mandated changes, reveal the need to better understand the role in which power and privilege
play in creating inequitable learning conditions and outcomes for marginalized groups of
students (Shields, 2009). Therefore, in light of the leaders’ espoused desires to move beyond
complying with race-based mandates toward a stronger focus on equity and excellence in
academic achievement for all students, a greater understanding of transformative practices and
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approaches specifically related to addressing racism and deficit thinking is warranted. beginning
at the top-levels of leadership.
Thirdly, this study corroborates and supports dated scholarly work that categorizes school
desegregation as first-order change or apparent change (Gay, 1978; Linney, 1986). The district
leaders of Water Creek County School District were successful in employing technical
approaches to reach the short-term goal of gaining unitary status. However, the findings of this
study suggest that these same tactics had little influence with respect to realizing second-order
effects connected to maintaining the mandated changes and ensuring equitable outcomes within
schooling (Hallinger, 2003; Heifetz, Grashow, & Linsky, 2009; O'Brien, 2007; Oakes & Rogers,
2006; Radd & Grosland, 2018; Waters, Marzano, & McNulty, 2004). Collectively, these findings
add to the change management literature and echoes calls for further examination of researchbased practices and approaches to building capacity with aligning change methods and types (AlHaddad, 2014). More specifically, this study’s findings indicate that a deeper understanding is
needed at the top levels of school leadership as it relates to an integrated approach to leading and
managing equity-based change (Petty, 2010).
Finally, the repetitive structure of qualitative lines of inquiry allows for data-informed
modifications inclusive of reconceptualizing the guiding questions, modifying the
methodological design, and proposing alternative theoretical lens or frameworks (Cooper, 2009;
Osanloo & Grant, 2016). This study’s findings highlight two overlapping factors in the district’s
successful attainment of unitary status: the role of district-level leaders and the active
participation of community stakeholders. In reconceptualizing this study, given the dominating
influences of both district leaders and the use of community members to drive the
implementation process, research and literature on educational reform as a social movement and
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community organizing, is offered as additional frameworks to assist in understanding and
framing school desegregation and equity-centered change. More specifically, these frameworks
can assist in understanding how the community groups collectively organized to support and lead
the change in desegregating Water Creek County Public School District.
According to Rossell (1978), effective school desegregation implementation requires
both behavioral and attitudinal changes; however, to realize these necessary changes, schools
cannot function in isolation. The focus on the relationship between schools and the communityat-large is gaining traction within research and practice with respect to community organizing
(Adair, 2005; Green, 2017; Oakes & Lipton, 2002; Ryan & Rottmann, 2009). These studies
examined community organizing as a lever for systemic transformations within various contexts.
Moreover, the findings of this study related to the influence and involvement of parents and the
organized community groups in the desegregating Water Creek County School District suggest
that leveraging the will of the engagement of community can be very impactful to establishing
deep-rooted, meaningful change. Using this study as a springboard to understand educational
reform as a social movement, future research should focus on the role of school district leaders in
empowering and supporting community organizing as well as grassroots efforts with respect to
implementing and leading equity-centered transformation efforts.
Limitations of the Study
At the onset of this dissertation research project, frequently identified limitations that are
inherent in most case studies were present. For example, in order to better understand the role of
district leaders in leading systemic change, this instrumental case study examined the
experiences district-level leaders with implementing a decades-old defunct desegregation plan in
a specific urban school district. Therefore, the ability to control for other contributing factors,
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such as context, behaviors, or influences was limited (Baron, 2008; Simon & Goes, 2013).
However, the findings of this study, along with the shared experiences of the participating
district leaders, have the potential to lend support to other school leaders who are addressing
similar mandated changes or those who desire to have a stronger system-wide focus on equity.
For example, further investigations regarding similarly defined change efforts in a rural
educational setting or mandated policies related to gender, language, or learning differences can
support or dispel the findings of this study related to the significant role of district level leaders’
capacity to implement self-sustaining transformation efforts.
With respect to biases, objectivity, and the interpretation of data, although it appeared
that the participants were being forthcoming, there is no way to totally confirm thoughts,
viewpoints, and ideas given. In conjunction with the identification of the researcher’s identity,
the use of an array of verification strategies, such as triangulation, member checks, and peer
review sought to limit undesired influences (Leedy & Ormrod, 2005).
In addition to the common restrictions noted above, more specific limitations emerged as
this study progressed and unfolded. According to Barron (2008), attempts to design a study in a
manner that reduces severe errors and flaws as well as makes allowances for uncontrollable and
conflicting threats to the trustworthiness of the research study is critical. This dissertation work
utilized criterion and snowball sampling strategies in order to select participants who could
render the most meaningful insight related to the change process of desegregating Water Creek
County Public School District. Therefore, after reviewing pertinent court documents and seeking
assistance from school system personnel, top-level districts leaders who were in charge of
implementing the plan were selected for interviews. One would expect that these executive level
district leaders would be very knowledgeable about the development and execution of the court
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decree. However, as evidenced by the participants’ expressed concerns, they had very limited
involvement during the development of the plan and followed directives given mostly by
attorneys and the supervising judge. Therefore, the participants’ knowledge base was insufficient
or incomplete. Additionally, the district gained unitary status in 2011, nearly eight years ago.
This lapse of time between the actual desegregation implementation process and the initiation of
this dissertation study is another area to consider. Moreover, being able to interview other district
leaders who were instrumental in the implementation process, particularly the superintendent at
the time, may have been beneficial. Including these figures could add additional perspectives to
understanding how district-level administrators lead school desegregation efforts and equityframed change initiatives.
To address these concerns, timelines and documents were made available to the
participants during the interview sessions. Having the timelines and artifacts readily accessible
appeared to provide a sense of security and comfort to some participants in instances where they
could not recall information and/or were unable to provide a response as a result of their lack of
knowledge. However, for other participants, the items assisted and supported them in
reconstructing the desegregation implementation process as well as making various reflective
connections to their personal experiences and professional growth as district leaders.
Just as with any other data source, a document analysis or document review process
should be guided by the designated methodological approach and be tightly aligned to the
purposes of the research (Bowen, 2009). The document review process for this study served
three specific purposes: provide key background information, inform the development of
interview questions, and verify interview data to the greatest extent possible. The massive
amount of information gleaned from the review of the literature on school desegregation,
218

systemic change, and leadership, in combination with the selected archival documents related to
the specific case under examination, was very informative. However, at times, the large amount
of information felt overwhelming.
Additionally, the document review or analysis was weighed as a secondary or
complimentary data source. Relying heavily on court documents, the document review process
was not inclusive of all documents associated with the desegregation plan. However, other
forms of artifacts can be just as informative or impactful. For example, the participants
frequently discussed how the implementation process forced them to revisit the manner in which
employees are educated with respect to diversity and cultural sensitivity concerns. Analyzing the
handouts, presentations, and feedback surveys from these trainings may have provided a
different perspective regarding the confluence between the actual components of the training and
the participants’ perceived usefulness and impact of the training. Clearly selecting and defining
the purpose for which documents will be analyzed, as well as selecting various forms of
documents, can assist in being more strategic in the research process. Furthermore, in viewing
this study differently, using document analysis as a “stand-alone” method may prove to
maximize the potential or capacity of the research method (Bowen, 2009).
Perhaps the major limitation of this study is related to the identification of the research
problem and the design of the study. Pairing a broad historic policy such as school desegregation
with a complex evolving research topic such as district-level leadership proved to be a
challenging, robust task. At times, regarding the primary area of focus, the lines appeared to be
blurred between the three major topics: school desegregation, district leadership, and equitydriven change.
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In reconceptualizing this study, if conducting a comprehensive policy analysis or
document review. collaborating on a research team may be beneficial with respect to improving
productivity and cultivating creative thinking. Applying Rorrer, Skrla, and Scheurich’s (2008)
four-dimensional leadership framework, Cushing, Botelho, Lawson, McIntyre, and McLaughlin
(2016) collaboratively examined the role of district-level leaders in improving equitable
academic outcomes throughout a mid-size school system. Sharing common data collection and
analysis strategies, the independent research studies focused on a singular isolated aspect of the
theory’s framework: (a) providing instructional leadership, (b) reorienting the organization, (c)
establishing policy coherence, and (d) maintaining an equity focus. Taken as a whole, the
researchers’ study yielded findings related to how district-level leaders advance equity
throughout the school system as well as how Rorrer, Skrla, and Scheurich’s (2008) theory can be
applicable to understanding leaders’ daily practices, policies, and belief systems. With respect to
the noted complexities, this type of collaborative approach to inquiry can possibly assist in
reducing combined, multifaceted research topics into more manageable chunks of inquiry, and at
the same time, allow for the topics to be address from multiple perspectives. Thus, with respect
to researching complex subject matters, this approach may provide a clearer direction and focus
for the progression of the research process, from the inception of the study to the presentation of
the concluding findings.
Collectively, these noted limitations intend to provide a clear description of how the
findings of this study can be better conceptualized and understood (Baron, 2008). Moreover,
these limitations in combination with the proffered implications of this study, have culminated
into a preliminary framework for a prospective research agenda that will focus on equity-
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centered district leadership, equity-focused community collaboration, and district level capacity
and structure within the context of externally-enforced mandates.
Recommendations
Through the examined experiences of the district-level leaders of Water Creek
County Public School System, the findings of this study offer a window of opportunity for
improvement in educational leadership practices and policy implementation. These suggestions
are noted in this section. Additionally, recommendations aimed to extend and focus areas of
future research are presented.
Recommendations for Practice
Equity Improvement Plans. Employing similar practices related to addressing
instructional improvement, school districts that are in the infancy stages of shifting focus towards
authentically addressing system-wide inequity concerns should collaborate with internal and
external stakeholders, inclusive of parents, community advocates, faith-based leaders, business
partners, and institutions for higher learning, to create, plan, and execute an equity-oriented
district improvement plan. Abandoning superficial or technical approaches to change, this initial
plan should be simple, explicitly detailed, and specifically targeted at reshaping and improving
the culture of the school district. In addition to previously discussed implications related to
building the capacity of district leaders to embrace equity, the equity improvement plan should
encompass the following components: equity assessments, culturally responsive professional
learning experiences, and equity-focused community partnerships.
Equity Audits. In Water Creek County, as a part of the desegregation implementation
process, district leaders were required to compile and submit monthly data reports to the court
monitor and compliance officer. A review of the various monitoring reports indicates that the
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data strictly focused on the racial makeup and composition of students, staff members, and
schools specifically related to the two targeted races— black and white. It is noted that these data
sets served the purpose of verifying information with respect to the plan’s race-conscious
mandates. However, the reports did not require or allow leaders to assess equity within the
district with respect to understanding issues related to academic programs, diversity, and student
achievement (Dupree, 2016).
In light of the increasing complexities of inequities in schools, it is suggested that district
leaders utilize equity audits as a mechanism to comprehensively examine and ascertain the
degree to which inequitable practices and behaviors permeate the school system (Scott, 2001;
Skrla, Scheurich, Garcia, & Nolly, 2004). Additionally, equity audits can assist in identifying
inequities in a manner that is less subjective and more concrete (Brown, 2010). Moreover, in an
effort to be inclusive, Green (2017) urges that leaders should also engage parents and community
members in this process. Skrla, Scheurich, Garcia, and Nolly (2004) offer a three-dimensional
framework for conducting equity audits that focuses on the following areas: teacher quality
equity, programmatic equity, and achievement equity. Described as being simplistic and
practical, the specific framework and methodology should serve as a starting point for leaders
new to this type of work.
Culturally Proficient Professional Learning Environments. Tasked with the charge of
increasing academic achievement as well as ensuring equitable outcomes of for all students,
districts must take a holistic approach to equity-centered change, giving attention to the
integration of structural and cultural systems of change (Petty, 2010). Several teacher and
leadership preparation programs have initiated efforts to restructure their instructional and
programmatic frameworks to focus on the need to produce teachers and educational leaders who
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aim to effect positive, sustainable changes in diverse settings. Moreover, with respect to “inpractice” teaching professionals, many are not enrolled in continuous learning or graduate
programs where they can be exposed to and educated on teaching within social justice and
equity-oriented contexts. In considering how “in practice’ or mid-career teachers can be
developed with respect to teaching within diverse learning and cultural environments, it is
suggested that school districts are uniquely positioned to have greater impact and reach with
respect to providing professional learning opportunities that are grounded in equitable and just
practices. Therefore, district leaders are encouraged to develop a comprehensive and robust
equity-focused professional development structure that is appropriately paced and that provides
time for processing and reflection (Landa, 2011).
The professional learning experiences should not exclusively be focused on the
generalized reasons related to the importance of diversity nor should it cover compliance related
consequences. Instead, in addition to providing support to students with respect to building
cultural proficiency skills, Petty (2010) asserts that ongoing development should focus on the
following topics: skilled support for exploring personal cultural backgrounds and referents,
conscious and unconscious biases, and how these are influencing work with students and
colleagues. However, prior to implementing this professional growth plan, district leaders in
collaboration with board members should be immersed in the learning experience and bracket
their collective professional viewpoints and personal beliefs as it relates to race, diversity, equity,
and inclusion.
Recommendations for Policy
Collaboration on Externally Mandated Policies. Federal courts are becoming less
involved in supervising school districts with respect to school desegregation plans. However, in
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conjunction with Office of Civil Rights, the courts remain actively involved in supervising or
overseeing other legal discrimination-based issues such as special education, language
differences, religion, sexual preference and gender identity. Judges and attorneys often craft
these resulting decisions and mandates from a legal perspective. In lieu of allowing compliance
or corrective action policies to be passed down without input, as educational experts in the
matters, it is imperative that district leaders advocate to be involved in the problem-solving
process. Thus, ensuring that the most appropriate, educationally sound decision is considered in
combination with addressing and rectifying the specific concern or problem.
Analysis of Existing Policies. School systems have policies that have been
institutionalized for decades that have gone unquestioned or not revisited. It is suggested that
district leaders undertake a comprehensive analysis of current policies and procedures to identify
areas where discursive practices are evident and/or counterintuitive to equity-based reforms.
Recommendations for Future Research
School District Research Initiatives. Inequality and equity “are moving targets” (Oakes,
2015, p. 8). These constructs change in response to organizational, political, and cultural shifts in
the environment. Therefore, it is recommended that district leaders engage in collaborative team
research as a means of assessing and increasing equitable outcomes for students. Engaging in
collaborative action research assists with building capacity as well as empowers other
stakeholders, particularly teachers, to be proactively involved in identifying concerns and
solutions to problems (Goodnough, 2010; Huffman & Kalnin, 2003).
Multi-dimensional Resistance Related to Equity-based Change. The scholarship and
research related to multi-faceted resistance to equity-centered transformations is limited. Further
research is needed with respect to wide-scale social justice-oriented change as recommended by
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Hynds (2011). In particular, the mechanisms and strategies used by district-level leaders to
combat, reduce, and overcome multi-directional objectives should be examined.
District Equity Officers. School districts across the country are utilizing school
personnel to monitor and lead equity-focused changes within the districts. However, their roles
in implementing and monitoring equity initiatives have not been fully examined (Maier, 2018).
Forthcoming research should focus on the unique experiences of leaders, possibly within the
context of conducting a collective case study.
Collaborative Research Teams. Mirroring the collaborative methodological approach of
Cushing, Botelho, Lawson, McIntyre, and McLaughlin (2016) with utilizing Rorrer, Skrla, and
Scheurich’s (2008) four-dimensional leadership framework to examine district leadership and
equity-centered change, it suggested that similar research be conducted. For example, a group of
doctoral candidates or novice researchers should consider utilizing Gorski and Swalwell’s (2015)
Equity Literacy Framework to understand and assess the role district-level leaders in improving
system-wide equitable learning conditions. This collaborative work may prove to be very
insightful and beneficial. In addition to augmenting the evolving body of work and usage of the
framework, this proposed research counteracts a noted limitation of this study regarding
managing large-scale research topics. Additionally, from a practical perspective, this research
can provide school districts with a wealth of data and information that can be used to improve
their organizational functioning as well as system-wide level practices and policies.
Concluding Remarks
Framed by the context of equity-driven change, this qualitative inquiry aimed to provide
a deeper understanding of the role central office administrators play in leading system-wide
equity-based transformations. Moreover, this research project sought to explain the
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circumstances, structures, and behaviors that support or hinder systemic, equity-driven change
within schooling. Through the shared experiences of the selected district-level leaders from
Water Creek County Public School District, a wealth of knowledge has been attained regarding
central office-level leadership, policy implementation, and change. These leaders’ collective
insights highlight the relevance as well as challenging realities of making equitable outcomes for
all students a system-wide priority.
Additionally, this study bears witness to the fact that the work of district-level leaders is
challenging, complex, but most significantly, critically impactful. Their forethoughts, their
afterthoughts, their action, as well as their failure to act are influential. Whether singularlystructured, layered, or multifaceted, each decision yields a consequence that has the propensity to
shape and alter the trajectory of the lives of individual children as well as communities. The use
of district leaders’ authority and influence can be either supportive or restrictive of deep-rooted,
equity-centered change.
More urgently, this work places additional emphasis on the mindsets, dispositions, and
capacity needed by district-level leaders to create and cultivate learning environments that reject
unfair, divisive structures that aim to exclude and limit. Additionally, practices that intentionally
seek to include, embrace, engage, celebrate, and elevate are highlighted. For these concepts to
materialize at the rudimentary levels of schooling and impact students, in collaboration with
various stakeholders, equity-centered efforts must be promoted and directed from the highest
levels of leadership.
In closing, this dissertation serves as a call to action to all educators, but especially
current and prospective top-level school leaders. Somewhere down the line, the aggressive and
punitive pressures of accountability, along with other conflicting demands, have turned districts
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and individual schools away from authentically focusing on the basic precepts related to equity
such as equality, fairness, justice, and inclusiveness. Additionally, as an aside, the enduring
elements of relationship-building, innovation, inspiration, creativity, and fun have been restricted
or totally abandoned. These collective qualities, reflecting the “promises of education”, offer
opportunity and choice (Shields, 2010). In reference to the utility and possibilities of education,
Greene (1998) suggests, “It is not only a matter of the capacity to choose; it is a matter of power
to act to attain one’s purpose” (p, 4). Therefore, for the betterment of society, the work of district
leaders must revolve around creating conditions that elevate and propel all students forward in
pursuing and realizing their life’s purpose.
In order to achieve academic excellence and equity for all students, Childress (2009)
asserts that in addition to working collaboratively and having high expectations, district leaders
must discuss and address race as well as cultivate school environments where great people can
flourish. By being guiding and supportive forces in re-positioning school systems toward equity,
district-level leaders, in part, fulfill their obligation in making good on the unfilled promises of
education— with intentional increased access and the opportunity to learn, all children can have
a fair chance to progress and thrive.
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APPENDIX A: DISTRICT RESEARCH REQUEST

Brian R. Beabout, Ph.D.
Assistant Professor of Education
bbeabout@uno.edu
phone: 504.280.7388
fax: 504.280.6348

348-F Bicentennial Education Center
University of New Orleans
2000 Lakeshore Dr.
New Orleans, LA 70148

July 25, 2018
Dear Superintendent,
My name is Tamara L. Warner, and I am a doctoral student in the Educational Leadership Program
at the University of New Orleans. I am currently conducting research on the implementation of the Planters
Consent Order in Water Creek County Public School District. Please accept this letter as my official request
to conduct my study within the school district. Additionally, my Institutional Review Board (IRB) Approval
Memo is enclosed.
This qualitative study will use interviews to explore and describe the experiences of central officebased leaders who were charged with the task of implementing the consent order. Lessons gleaned from
this study will assist other school districts that are forging or will forge through the implementation process.
Moreover, this study will assist in building a stronger knowledge base with respect to the limited current
body of research on how central office-based leaders lead and manage the implementation of equity-based
change initiatives as well as assist with highlighting conditions that engage them in the change process.
This investigation focuses on the implementation years of the district’s journey (2008-2012). The
targeted participants are central office-based administrators from various departments that were intimately
involved in the implementation process of the consent order. If participating in this study, each participant’s
commitment to three interviews will be requested. This is inclusive of an introductory interview (30-45
minutes), the main interview (45-60 minutes), and a follow up interview (40-45 minutes). The participants’
identities will remain concealed as research safeguards such as assigning pseudonyms for the participants
and the district will be utilized.
It is my belief that through the aid of this study, the school district will be able to share and describe
its unique experiences and serve as a point of reference for other districts implementing equity-based change
efforts. If you have questions and/or concerns, please feel free to contact me via electronic mail me at
tbrady@uno.edu. Additionally, my supervising professor, Dr. Brian Beabout, can be reached at
bbeabout@uno.edu. Your timely response to this correspondence will assist in the progression of my study.
Thank you in advance for your consideration.

Onward & Upward,

Tamara L. Warner
University of New Orleans
Doctoral Candidate
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APPENDIX B: REQUEST FOR PARTICIPATION IN STUDY
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University of New Orleans
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To Whom It May Concern:
My name is Tamara L. Warner, and I am a doctoral student in the Educational Leadership Program
at the University of New Orleans. I am currently conducting research on the implementation of the Planters
Consent Order in Water Creek County Public School District. My research study has been approved by the
Office of the Superintendent. A copy of the approval form/letter is enclosed with this correspondence.
Please accept this letter as my official request for your participation in this study.
This qualitative study will use interviews to explore and describe the experiences of central officebased leaders who were charged with the task of implementing the consent order. Lessons gleaned from
this study will assist other school districts that are forging or will forge through the implementation process.
Moreover, this study will assist in building a stronger knowledge base with respect to the limited current
body of research on how central office-based leaders lead and manage the implementation of equity-based
change initiatives as well as assist with highlighting conditions that engage them in the change process.
This investigation focuses on the implementation years of the district’s journey (2008-2012). The
targeted participants are central office-based administrators from various departments that were intimately
involved in the implementation process of the consent order. If participating in this study, your commitment
to three interviews will be requested. This is inclusive of an introductory interview (30-45 minutes), the
main interview (45-60 minutes), and a follow up interview (40-45 minutes). Your identity will remain
concealed as research safeguards such as assigning pseudonyms for the participants and the district will be
utilized.
It is my belief that through the aid of this study, the school district will be able to share and describe
its unique experiences and serve as a point of reference for other districts implementing equity-based change
efforts. If you have questions and/or concerns, please feel free to contact me via electronic mail me at
tbrady@uno.edu. Additionally, my supervising professor, Dr. Brian Beabout, can be reached at
bbeabout@uno.edu. Your timely response to this correspondence will assist in the progression of my study.
Thank you in advance for your consideration.

Onward & Upward,

Tamara L. Warner
University of New Orleans
Doctoral Candidate
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APPENDIX C: INFORMED CONSENT

Re-Positioning A School District Towards Equity: A Qualitative Examination of Central
Office Leaders’ Experiences with Implementing A Desegregation Plan
INFORMED CONSENT FORM (FOR ADULTS)
1.

Tamara L. Warner, a graduate student under the direction of Professor Brian Beabout in the College of
Liberal Arts, Education and Human Development at the University of New Orleans, has requested your
participation in a research study at this institution.

2.

The purpose of this qualitative study is to describe the role of central office-based administrators in
leading a major system-wide change initiative in Jefferson Parish Public School System in response to
the Dandridge Desegregation Consent Order. The study will bring awareness to problems faced by
school districts regarding implementing court-ordered racial remedies and mandates; highlight
achievements and complications of implementing a court-ordered desegregation plan; and display
models of policy reform in response to a desegregation court order. Additionally, this study will
identify the educational, professional, and organizational factors that impact the practice of leadership
with respect to the implementation of school desegregation plans and other large scale equitable-based
change initiatives.

3.

Your participation will involve your commitment to three interviews scheduled at an accommodating
time for you which is inclusive of an introductory interview (30-45 minutes), the main interview (4560 minutes), and a follow up interview (40-45 minutes). Your participation is voluntary.
Nonparticipation or withdrawal from the study has no consequence.

4.

There are no foreseeable risks or discomforts to you if you agree to participate in the study. You may
be asked to reveal information that cannot be anonymous, and/or there may be a limit to the
confidentiality that can be guaranteed. However, research safeguards such as assigning pseudonyms
for the participants and the district will be utilized. You will have the option to refrain from answering
any questions. Findings will be reported without the use of any identifying information. Additionally,
you will be allowed to review the transcripts and provide clarifying information, if necessary.

5.

Although there may be no direct benefits to you, the possible benefit of your participation in the
research study is that the experiences and lessons learned regarding the implementation process of a
court-ordered school desegregation plan will assist other school districts in expeditiously obtaining
unitary status, guiding them closer to the goal of ensuring that all students are given an appropriate
education that is not constrained by inequities and injustices.

6.

The results of the research study may be published but your name or identity will not be revealed. In
order to maintain confidentiality of your records, Tamara Warner will assign pseudonyms to the
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participants and the district and use security procedures to manage documents, data, and
correspondences.
7.

You will not be paid for your participation.

8.

Any questions you have concerning the research study or your participation in it, before or after your
consent, will be answered by Dr. Brian Beabout. Please feel free to contact him at (504)280-7388 or
by email at bbeabout@uno.edu. Dr. Beabout can also be reached at the following address:
The University of New Orleans
Bicentennial Education Center, Room 348-F
2000 Lakeshore Drive
New Orleans, LA 70148

9.

Please contact Dr. Ann O’Hanlon (504-280-7386) at the University of New Orleans for answers to
questions about this research, your rights as a human subject, and your concerns regarding a researchrelated injury.

10. This form explains the nature, demands, benefits and any risk of the project. By signing this form, you
agree knowingly to assume any risks involved. Remember, your participation is voluntary. You may
choose not to participate or to withdraw your consent and discontinue participation at any time without
penalty or loss of benefit. In signing this consent form, you are not waiving any legal claims, rights,
or remedies. A copy of this consent form will be given to you.
Your signature below indicates that you consent to participate in the above study.
___________________________
Subject's Signature

_______________________________
Printed Name

____________
Date

___________________________
Other Signature
(if appropriate)

_______________________________
Printed Name

____________
Date

11. "I certify that I have explained to the above individual the nature and purpose, the potential benefits
and possible risks associated with participation in this research study, have answered any questions
that have been raised, and have witnessed the above signature."
12. "These elements of Informed Consent conform to the Assurance given by the University of New
Orleans to the Department of Health & Human Services to protect the rights of human subjects."
13. "I have provided (offered) the subject/participant a copy of this signed consent document."

Signature of Investigator______________________________________
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Date___________________

APPENDIX D: PARTICIPANT BIOGRAPHICAL QUESTIONNAIRE

Re-Positioning A School District Towards Equity: A Qualitative Examination of Central
Office Leaders’ Experiences with Implementing A Desegregation Plan
Part I. Personal Data
Name________________________________________________________________________________
Address_________________________________ City _____________ State _________ Zip __________
Phone (___) ________________________________ Ext ___________ D.O.B. _____________________
Fax (____) _____________________________ E-mail Address _________________________________
Marital Status____________________________________ Race___________ Gender _______________
Years of Experience in Education: _____________ Years of Administrative Experience: _____________
Departments: ______________________________________________________________________
Education Background:
Years Attended
________________
________________
________________

University
___________________
___________________
___________________

Degree/Certification Earned
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________

Part II. Occupation Data
Title (Current) _____________________________________ Department: _______________________
Description:
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
Years in Capacity: ______________________
Part II. Roles/Responsibilities
Briefly describe your role/responsibilities related to the implementation of the Dandridge Consent Order.
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
Were you employed in the district as a district administrator 2008-2012? __________________________
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APPENDIX E: SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW PROTOCOL NO. 1

Re-Positioning A School District Towards Equity: A Qualitative Examination of
Central Office Leaders’ Experiences with Implementing A Desegregation Plan
Purpose: Provide Background Information
Name: _________________________________________

Date: _____________________

Location: ________________

End Time: _________________

Start Time: ____________

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Thank you for participating in this series of interviews. I am a doctoral student. I am conducting research within the
district related to the Planters Desegregation Plan. These interviews will assist in gaining a deeper understanding of
the role of district-based leadership in leading systemic equity-focused change initiatives. Anything you tell me is
confidential. Nothing you say will be personally attributed to you in any reports that result from this interview. All
reports will be written in a manner that no individual comment can be attributed to a particular person.
As referenced on the informed consent forms and documents, this will be one of three interviews. My purpose in
meeting with you today is to learn about you and to get some additional background information on the school district.
The implementation process of the Planters Desegregation Plan will be the reference point for most of the questions.

Suggested Questions

Notes/Observations
(Natural Reactions/Body Language/ Facial
Expressions/Inflection of Voice)

Tell me about your professional background.
What is your job description within the district?
Describe the district: points of pride and
challenges?
Tell me what you know about the Planters
Desegregation Court Case?
How did the district end back up in court with
respect to the court order?
Post Interview Notes/Possible Follow-up Questions:
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APPENDIX F: SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW PROTOCOL NO. 2

Re-Positioning A School District Towards Equity: A Qualitative Examination of
Central Office Leaders’ Experiences with Implementing A Desegregation Plan
Purpose: Gather Concrete Details Regarding the Implementation Process
Name: _________________________________________

Date: _____________________

Location: ______________

End Time: _________________

Start Time: ____________

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Thank you for meeting with me again. Just as a reminder, nothing you say will be personally attributed to you in any
reports that result from this interview.
This is our second interview. My purpose in meeting with you today is to discuss the desegregation plan from inception
up to gaining unitary status. Before we begin, let’s review a few things from the last meeting.

Suggested Questions

Notes/Observations
(Natural Reactions/Body Language/ Facial
Expressions/Inflection of Voice)

Who were the key players and stakeholders in the
implementation process?
What was the goal of the plan?
How was the goal communicated to the
stakeholders?
What training was offered?
How were resources distributed within the district
before and during the process?
Describe the major changes during the
implementation process?
How was the plan monitored?
Post Interview Notes/Possible Follow-up Questions:
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APPENDIX G: SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW PROTOCOL NO. 3

Re-Positioning A School District Towards Equity: A Qualitative Examination of
Central Office Leaders’ Experiences with Implementing A Desegregation Plan
Purpose: Reflection on the Implementation Process
Name: _________________________________________

Date: _____________________

Location: ________________

End Time: _________________

Start Time: ____________

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Thank you for meeting with me again. This is the last interview. My purpose in meeting with you today is for reflective
purposes.
Suggested Questions
What are some barriers and challenges experienced
during the process of implementing the consent order?
What are some lessons learned during the process of
implementing the consent order?
How has this experience altered the way that you make
policies and decisions within the district?
What knowledge has been gained from this
experience?
What role did race play in implementing new policies?
In what ways were relationships strained?
How does public opinion influence new policies?
How has student achievement been affected by this
experience?
What personal and professional views have been
changed due to this experience?
What are future implications?
What changes have occurred since gaining unitary
status?
How were resisters to new ways of doing things
handled?
What are some points of pride for the district?

Post Interview Notes/Possible Follow-up Questions:
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Notes/Observations
(Natural Reactions/Body Language/ Facial
Expressions/Inflection of Voice)

APPENDIX H: INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD APPROVAL LETTER
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